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Prologue


We’d spent three days mainlining Duvel, Oude Geneva and ludicrously strong hydroponic weed.


The only solids to pass my lips were a couple of kapsalon kebabs – Rotterdam’s infamous grease bomb, a mound of unidentifiable meat slurry topped with gouda shavings, chips and gloopy Dutch saus. A fellow writer and I were covering Roadburn Festival in Tilburg for the Quietus, and had spent the last few hours in communion with three thousand people standing stock still, head banging slowly in perfect union.


‘It’s like the wailing wall in there.’


In his dazed, half-hypnotised state, my friend perfectly captured the ritualistic power of doom metal done properly. Bongripper had just finished performing their aptly named Miserable LP in its entirety – a slow-building endurance test of brute physical bass weight. By the time we stumbled into the clouds of weed smoke outside Tilburg’s 013 arts complex (dubbed ‘Freak Canyon’ by locals due to the bedraggled – and often extravagantly bearded – hordes of psychedelic warriors who descend en masse to the quiet university town each April) we were in a state of advanced sonic inebriation.


Bongripper play at heinous volume – the kind that makes teeth rattle like stray dominoes and lungs disgorge forgotten matter. That the band look like trainees in a Sunday Times top 30 legal firm rather than grizzled doom veterans only adds to the sense of disorientation.


Roadburn is the world’s foremost pilgrimage for doom, drone and the outer church of noisy psychedelia: it champions the slow, the heavy and the weird. The festival is a serious proposition. Consider: Eyehategod – New Orleans sludge fore­fathers, whose slow-motion beastings evoke some hellish opiate withdrawal in 100 per cent humidity – playing in a consecrated church for two successive days.


Where a chilled Sunday afternoon lull in the programming is a screening of Dario Argento’s opulent giallo bloodfest Suspiria, with its creepy score performed live by Italian proggers Goblin, sending those poor souls who had indulged too freely in fungal-based hallucinogens scuttling for the back doors. Over Roadburn’s four days, peals of feedback and sustain beat away at the year’s residual cortisone like some cathartic audio elixir resetting wayward strands of DNA. At times, it felt like I was experiencing the sonic embodiment of a palpable universal hum – those onstage channelling a mighty audio portent as opposed to merely playing.


Music from the doom/drone continuum subverts traditional rockist tropes – the preening machismo; the virtuosity; the cult of the performer; the adolescent turbulence – leaving a bare-bones structure of primal catharsis. Chords that last a full half-hour, a maelstrom of feedback, a Jah Shaka-esque bass blanket that shakes the bodily foundation. And – though ostensibly dark and physically oppressive – the music of Sunn O))), Electric Wizard, Saint Vitus, Melvins, Neurosis, Sleep or Earth is about more than that. For me, these are agents of primordial sonic ablution, enablers of psychic transferral to a different mental plane: a punch-drunk station of gleeful oneness, a place to embrace your inner medieval psychedelic pieman or switch off the mind altogether. Records like Sleep’s Dopesmoker or Neurosis’ Through Sliver in Blood carry a sense of ritualistic power: you don’t listen; you partake in sonic ceremony.


Sitting in the Cul De Sac, Roadburn’s smallest venue and one of Holland’s finest dive bars – where sweat drips from the low ceiling and the air is scented with creaking leather – the seeds of this book were formed. I was, initially, going to map the story of doom metal and its many satellites. A deeply underground affair until the mid 1990s, this scene was now a worldwide cult with the attendant infrastructure – dedicated record labels, magazines, promoters and festivals – that entails. Roadburn feels like a family of fervent believers. It struck me as odd that nobody had told the story of the music.


As I began to think more deeply, the idea of a straight-up ‘history of doom’ felt reductive. Doom metal is, after all, defined primarily by the use of extreme sustain. The drone, in other words. And the drone is found everywhere from Buddhist chant to Indian raga; free jazz to ambient techno; minimalism to industrial, not to mention the myriad drones of nature. It can underpin music as (seemingly) disparate as the crackling dub techno of Basic Channel, the ecstatic jazz of Alice Coltrane or the oppressive glory of Godflesh.


Its amorphous nature, capacity for assimilation into unlikely spaces and presence in musical traditions around the world presented an intriguing ley line. As I researched the idea of the drone, its recurrence throughout musical history and place in theology and philosophy alike, I started to consider why we seek immersion in slow-moving sounds. What had begun as a hazed pondering in a nicotine-stained Dutch bar had become a quest to understand the essence of the drone – both how it came to underpin such diverse forms of music and why people have been drawn to it for millennia.


Speed in music reflects change. Societal, personal or political. Disruption to an established order. In the 1950s, teenagers ripped cinema seats with flick knives as society looked on aghast at the onset of rock ’n’ roll delirium. ‘Young blood’, pumped on the adrenalised key hammering of Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis et al. Fast-forward twenty years and we find punk marshalling amphetamine drive in evocation of nihilistic oblivion, political unrest and frequently both. Electronic dance music has frequently presented a similarly confrontational stance, be it drum and bass pushing a frenetic 170 beats per minute in the name of urban futurism or Detroit techno evoking the ravaged topography of the (former) motor city – a husk of staggering decrepitude reverberating to Underground Resistance.


But while velocity in music is readily associated with unrest, the left-hand path – slow-moving hypnotic sound – is a road far less travelled, at least critically. Monolithic Undertow explores the viscous slipstream – drone, doom and beyond – and claims the sounds uncovered, which hinge on hypnotic power and close physical presence, as no less radical. It is not, however, a history of drone as genre. Once genre lines become codified, the least interesting music happens. As Birmingham techno producer Surgeon once put it to me: ‘That thing of when people say: “Right then, today, I’m going to make a dark techno track.” That attitude is the absolute recipe for shit music. It’s looking at music on the pure surface level.’1


So it is with all music.


Instead of gravitating to genre, this book follows an outer stellar orbit of sounds underpinned by the drone. The bulk of the narrative is concerned with the twentieth-century underground, and how so much of it came to be shaped by the drone. I was also keen to include substantive background on the vital ­influence of non-Western musical traditions. Too often the importance of Indian classical music, say, is relegated to a footnote or brief paragraph in discussions of the wider sixties rock lineage. But – as we’ll see – were it not for the enduring influence of figures like Ravi Shankar or Pandit Pran Nath the underground landscape of today would be completely unrecognisable.


Certain topics covered in early chapters – archaeoacoustics, the ecology of background noise, the spiritual trance traditions of India and Morocco, the role of sound in Dionysian ritual – could, of course, fill many books, many times over. My hope here was not to comprehensively catalogue such venerable traditions and areas of deep scholarship, but to open potential wormholes in the minds of curious readers, and link areas that may otherwise have remained disconnected.


Monolithic Undertow thus plots a crooked path across musical, religious and subcultural frontiers. It traces the line from ancient traditions to the modern underground, navigating archaeoacoustics, ringing feedback, chest-plate sub-bass, avant-garde eccentricity, sound weaponry and fervent spiritualism. From Neolithic beginnings to bawdy medieval troubadours, Sufi mystics to Indian raga masters, cone-shattering dubwise bass, Hawkwind’s Ladbroke Grove to the outer reaches of Faust and Ash Ra Tempel; the hash-fuelled fug of the Theatre of Eternal Music to the caveman doom of Saint Vitus and cough-syrup reverse hardcore of Swans to the seedy VHS hinterland of Electric Wizard, ritual amp worship of Earth and Sunn O))) and the many touchpoints between, Monolithic Undertow explores the power of the drone – an audio carrier vessel capable of evoking womb-like warmth or cavernous dread alike.


I was also keen to map the drone in other non-musical spaces – from the womb, to infrasonic sound weaponry to ‘singing’ black holes. Indeed, while I was writing – among the ever-churning maelstrom of Trump, Brexit et al. – I found myself thinking increasingly about how the drone manifests outside of music. The invasiveness of the 24/7 news cycle, outpouring of online anger, pressure for the instant ‘hot take’; the outrage, showboating, dopamine-seeking crack monkey of social media ‘engagement’ – all of this increasingly seemed to me to manifest as a drone.


Perhaps it was psychosomatic? Look for patterns and they tend to appear: maybe I’d spent too long in a sleep-deprived state listening to Sunn O))) at brain-mashing volume? But the thought remained. Is the thrum of infinite information – the ceaseless fire hose of ‘content’ – another manifestation of the drone?


One freezing January morning, I stumbled across the following paragraph, quoted in a Velvet Underground biography, from Marshall McLuhan’s seminal 1967 text The Medium is the Massage. In the book, McLuhan explores how new technologies play with, alter and shape human perception. Here he was, describing the time-bending effect of the Velvet Underground amid the blizzard of what was then modern life:


‘Time’ has ceased, ‘space’ has vanished. We now live in a global village … a simultaneous happening. We are back in acoustic space. We have begun again to structure the primordial feeling, the tribal emotions from which a few centuries of literacy divorced us. Electric circuitry profoundly involves men with one another. Information pours upon us, instantaneously and continuously. As soon as information is acquired, it is very rapidly replaced by still newer information. Our electricity configured world has forced us to move from the bait of data classification to the mode of pattern recognition. We can no longer build serially, block by block, step by step, because instant communication ensures that all factors of the environment and of experience coexist in a state of active interplay. We have now become aware of the possibility of arranging the entire human environment as a work of art.2


I was struck by the ‘primordial feeling’ that the Velvet Underground awoke in McLuhan as he wrote his book. It spoke of what I’d been connecting with and what, I think, all of us who ‘get it’ seek in the drone.


That primordial feeling …


The Universal Drone


What do we mean by drone? The word is myriad. It can carry connotations both sinister and banal. A drone can drop a cluster bomb or deliver a pizza.


In music, drone is an audio space where age-old markers, such as verse, chorus, verse or complex progressions are rendered redundant. Sounds don’t (or, crucially, appear not to) change at all.


Static, hiss, white noise, feedback – these are all drones. In essence, drone equals sustain – sustained sustain, if you will. Environmental and mechanical drones form the auditory backbone of urban and wild spaces alike. The acoustic by-products of the natural and man-made world are inescapable. Traffic; background conversation; wind; turbines – to be alive is to live with multiple background drones, whether we’re conscious of them or not.


Think of a power cut and how it brings into focus the eerie quiet that befalls a house when the various mechanical drones that our brains are so adept at tuning out – the low hum of central heating, the buzz of the refrigerator, the churn of the dryer – actually stop. The removal without forewarning of the small domestic symphony we seldom otherwise notice has a disquieting effect.


But enough of the dishwasher.


What of the cosmic infinity? What of the godhead?


I’m sitting in my kitchen with a cup of tea, listening to the sound the universe made as it expanded 600,000 years after the Big Bang. It sounds like Hawkwind. More specifically, it sounds like the band’s electronics division circa 1973, Del Dettmar and Dik Mik – bearded purveyors of rare cosmic misanthropy – ­setting up their rickety table of rudimentary ring modulators and letting rip in some musty Ladbroke Grove squat.


I imagine the scent of Peshawar hash and patchouli oil heavy in the air, boxes of the International Times dotted around, Moroccan rugs lining sparse wooden floors, chipped mugs of brick-coloured tea offering some respite to the rising damp that surely permeated my imagined dilapidated seventies west London terrace.


I listen again, lost in the magic of the cosmic infinitude. It sounds viscous, alive, intelligent. I hear transmogrifying sub-bass, phasing, a creepy Doppler effect that builds with ominous portent.


That I’m sitting here – now – at my kitchen table listening through time to this universal sound feels miraculous.


In the early universe there were no atoms, only charged particles. Charged particles don’t allow light to travel. The early universe was therefore black. Any light was absorbed, immediately. Eventually protons and electrons began to form hydrogen atoms – the building blocks of what we think of as life. The universe was no longer black.


At this point – as Professor John Cramer explains to me over a crackly phone line from Washington DC – ‘a burst of radiation – what we call the cosmic background radiation (CBR) – was released. It has been travelling through time ever since. This is what satellites are picking up: radiation that was produced around 600,000 years after the Big Bang. As the universe expanded, it essentially became a bass instrument. The sound waves shot downwards at the same rate of expansion, which creates a Doppler effect.’


You might be wondering by this point how we can hear such an event, billions of years after the fact. Cramer took the data from a satellite system called Planck sent to measure fluctuations in temperature in the CBR. He converted it to pressure variations (all sound is created by vibration – fluctuations in pressure) and entered the data into a computer program called Mathematica which, in turn, translated it to the sound file I’m now listening to at my kitchen table.


When Cramer played it through a powerful subwoofer his dogs sat up, entranced.


‘I’d never seen them behave that way,’ he laughs. ‘People ask, “How could there be sound waves in the early universe when space is a vacuum?” But the early universe was hardly a vacuum. It was filled with matter and had a higher density than the Earth’s atmosphere. There was no problem with sound waves travelling through it. Think of it like a drum head,’ he continues, ‘a vibrating sphere. By analysing the frequency, you get information about what was happening. The frequencies are too low to hear – these were very large wavelengths, very low frequencies.’


Make no mistake: we’re talking very low-frequency sound – a tumbling leviathan of universal sub-pressure, getting ever lower the further the wavelengths are stretched. Cramer had to boost the resulting frequency 100 septillion times (100 followed by 24 more zeroes) just to get the recordings into an audible range. Could we, I tentatively ask, say that the sound of the universe expanding was really more drone than bang?


‘It wasn’t really a bang at all,’ he agrees. ‘It sounded more like an aeroplane flying low over your house. In that respect, yes – it was more of a drone than a bang.’


Cramer’s sound file feels like cosmic magic, a beautiful synergy of scientific endeavour, sonic mystery and the ­humbling vastness of the expanding universe. It isn’t the only link between the cosmos and the drone, however. Researchers at the University of Cambridge’s Institute of Astronomy recently discovered what they describe as a ‘singing’ black hole among a distant galaxy cluster that emits the lowest sound waves ever detected.


Situated amid a group of thousands of galaxies known as the Perseus Cluster – around 250 million light years from Earth – Dr Andrew Fabian and team found the sound it makes is a ‘single note … really a drone’.3 Using a middle C as reference point, Fabian determined that note was a B flat. However, this B flat is 57 octaves below middle C – approximately one million, billion times lower than the lowest sound audible to the human ear.


While Cramer measured the temperature fluctuations, Fabian and team measured the distance between enormous pressure ripples on the outside of the black hole. These ripples – caused by the rhythmic squeezing, heating and movement of cosmic gas amid the intense gravitational pressure of clustered galaxies – equate to sound waves. By measuring the location of the ripples and the speed at which sound may travel between them, the team determined the musical note of the drone.


Ambient producer William Basinski’s recent album On Time Out of Time works with a similar sound, sourced from MIT’s Gravitational Wave Observatory in California – a piece of equipment tasked with observing cosmic gravitational waves. His album takes the sound created by these waves – what he describes as ‘ripples in space–time’ – and transposes them to the ambient sphere. The Berlin debut of the record reportedly opened with Basinski stating: ‘This is about what happens when two black holes fuck.’4


It’s humbling to be listening to audio fundamentals of such immense celestial force. But there is also a strange comfort in the idea of the cosmic drone. Rumbling outside the scope of human perception, a bass weight of godlike depth, out in the planetary ether.


A living sound that cleaves to the ultimate universal mystery.


Indeed, the idea of the drone as a singular force – the ­singular force – runs through philosophy, mathematics and theology like a gilded sonic thread. Take string theory. The theory of (almost) everything. In short: all universal matter is made up of infinitesimally minuscule vibrating strings. The Large Hadron Collider, Paul McCartney, a wooden chair – drill down far enough … it’s all vibration.


Vibration produces sound. All matter exerts force on the airwaves surrounding it. Every object has a natural frequency at which it vibrates when struck. Can ‘natural frequency’ therefore be applied to the universe itself? From a spiritual perspective, this idea takes on interesting significance.


In Buddhism and Hinduism alike, the drone manifests as the sacred Om (which we’ll explore more in later chapters) – the vibration of universal matter. In Hindu philosophy, sound carries uniquely sacred significance. The concept of Nadha Brahma translates as ‘Sound is God’ – a fundamental tenet of Vedic scripture. The divine is codified not as matter, but as sound vibration that runs through everything – coexisting in everything and everyone simultaneously. The unified nature of reality itself is – in theological terms – intimately tied to the drone.


The idea of celestial sound vibration was also considered by Pythagoras in the concept of musica universalis, the music of the spheres – the idea that celestial objects, stars and planets in orbit, emit sound. Legend has the Ionian Greek philosopher and mathematician walking past a blacksmith and noticing that the pitch of each hammer changed, depending on its size. ‘Harmony’ could, he deduced, be mapped: distance in sound charted in much the same way as the physical distance between, say, the village blacksmith and the village baker. He transposed his harmonic hypothesis to a cosmic scale – musica universalis – which theorised that the separation between planets should harmonically ‘map’ to their respective distances: ‘There is geometry in the humming of the strings, there is music in the spacing of the spheres.’


Many artists have taken inspiration from the music of the spheres and the infinitude of the cosmic drone. We’ll delve deep into Hawkwind’s space-conquering acid maelstrom, the mystic thrum of Ash Ra Tempel and others later.


For now, though, let’s take it back to our own beginnings. Humanity’s relationship to the drone begins in inner, rather than outer, space.


The Sonic Womb


The womb is a dynamic audio environment. The maternal drone is our first auditory experience. Of the five senses, hearing is the first to develop. Bodily sounds – the rushing of the blood, the beating of the heart, the gurgles of the digestive tract – are not merely perceptible to a foetus in utero but heard, loud and clear. A 1990 study recorded levels of womb sound at around 88 decibels at full term, much higher than previously anticipated and equivalent to a food processor or a car wash at twenty feet.


Drone sounds evoke the womb. They remain demonstrably soothing for the early years of a child’s life. At time of writing my infant son won’t go to sleep without a drone generator. The ubiquity of these sleep aids – whereby static, wave sounds, rain or gentle traffic noise are played in a continuous loop – is testament to their effectiveness. A Pavlovian audio marker that says ‘sleep time’, such devices frame the drone as aural security blanket: a comforting sonic shield that leads back to the interior.


Sleep is a precious commodity for us all now. The endless drone of content and commerce has driven us to seek refuge in other, more benign, drones. Recent years have seen specific Spotify ‘sleep playlists’ gain popularity while drone generators and meditation apps have moved into the mainstream.


Ambient music is functional. Like an ambient temperature, it is by definition ignorable. This is why it facilitates creativity or relaxation. Inevitably, ambient producers have riffed on sleep, hypnosis, waking-dream states. Producer Max Richter’s 2015 Sleep is an eight-hour piece mirroring a typical sleep cycle. Using electronic drones, field recordings, piano and strings, Richter attempts, in his words, ‘an eight-hour personal lullaby for a frenetic world and a manifesto for a slower pace of existence.’


Richard D. James aka Aphex Twin sought to harness the peculiarly fertile psychic ground between wakefulness and sleep on his record Selected Ambient Works Two. He composed much of the album immediately on waking. Fitful sleep in the studio, then straight on the buttons in an attempt to capture the fleeting hypnogogic state that fades like mist.


At the all-night late-sixties San Francisco concerts of minimalist pioneer Terry Riley, the audience were encouraged to bring hammocks and sleeping bags and be lulled to sleep by cyclical tape loops and, no doubt, pungent herbaceous smoke. Riley’s somnambulant sounds were a letting go of the pinpoint focus of the avant-garde, anticipating ambient with its use of the drone as sleep aid.


For some the idea of ‘sleep as muse’ – not to mention the ambient predilection for surrender, passivity and beatific calm – is anathema, an insult to artistic motion, a mollifying tonic that disavows the very pulse of life and creativity. When confronted with the twee commodification of YouTube’s audio ‘wellness’ division it’s hard to disagree. Here, the drone is deployed in gratingly winsome terms. A cursory search for ‘meditation music’ or similar will bring up thousands of hours of polished pre-set mulch accompanied by questionable descriptive claims: ‘remove all negative thoughts’; ‘find instant bliss’ et cetera. However, this does the real thing a disservice – and we’ll investigate the fundamental difference between ambient as quick-fix wellness product and considered artistry later.


It makes sense that in times of stress we seek solace in sounds that evoke a return to the cocoon – to stasis and the fugue state of womb-like immersion; indeed that descriptor comes up time and again. Some composers have gone direct to the source, with viscerally arresting results. Biostasis (1974) – by minimalist composer Éliane Radigue – combines slowly unfurling synthesiser tones with the heartbeats of her son and unborn grandchild. In her words, a ‘hymn to the perpetuation of life’, it’s simultaneously comforting and mysterious. The merest hint of a synth drone is offset against a gentle pulse, evoking an amorphous, aquatic state.


Radigue is a master of using the drone to traverse both the beauty and sadness of life. Trilogie de la Mort (1988) was inspired by the death of her son and follows the journey stages of the Tibetan Book of the Dead: Kyene (birth), Milam (dream), Samtem (meditation), Chikai (death), Chonye (clear light) and Sippai (crossing and return), playing like an attempt to articulate what she described as the ‘mysterious power of the infinitesimal’,5 forging a sonic path through to the beyond.


Is the drone fundamentally transformative? Is it mentally cleansing, having a similarly positive effect on the mind as exercise does to the body? If so, then what of catharsis? Are the harsher metallic landscapes of Sunn O))), Neurosis, Sleep and the like – where expurgation, as well as transcendent meditation, is a primary goal – so far removed from the works of Radigue, Eno and others?


This meditative aspect is, however, but one side of our complex relationship with the drone. Amorphous, uncontrolled and mysterious tones can also be a source of anxiety, frustration and pain – not to mention the odd outlandish conspiracy theory. Noise pollution is the drone in its most dismal incarnation. Think of the average open-plan office. The audio soup is ceaseless: murmured telephone conversations; printer on overdrive; opposing ringtones; the hum of overhead strip lighting; the low rumble of some distant boiler.


The Boiler Room


Beyond mere irritation, background noise is a proven health hazard. Sound stripped of easily digestible ‘meaning’, in the conversational sense, has been shown to increase negative ‘cognitive load’. Lack of acoustic control – spaces, like the now ubiquitous open plan, that offer no audio respite or means of shutting oneself off from others – can lead to feelings of powerlessness.


Here there are parallels with Oscar Newman’s defensible space theory. His book Defensible Space (1972) observed higher rates of crime and anti-social behaviour in New York’s high-rise as opposed to ground-level projects, although both were occupied by people of broadly similar backgrounds.


He theorised that an area is healthy when residents feel an individual sense of agency, and therefore have the onus to ‘defend’ – both metaphorically and literally – their homes. Communities – through insensitive planning, lack of amenities, disenfranchisement of residents and lack of investment – become dangerously alienating if people begin to feel powerless over their surroundings and therefore lose the incentive to care. Social problems and crime are – so goes the theory – ­logical outcomes of bad housing.


His book was seized on as a damning indictment of the folly and insensitivity of post-war social housing around the world.


It would be churlish to suggest lack of defensible audio space in the average open-plan office results in anything like the same level of stress that beset post-war estates that have suffered decades of criminal neglect, but there are parallels. Aside from the visual stress of being ‘on display’ at all times, the open plan offers scant audible respite.


A creeping sense remains that perhaps the true purpose is – rather than fostering chummy collaboration in some Nathan Barley-esque ‘ideasphere’ – actually more akin to panopticon prison philosophy. Designed in such a way that inmates can – potentially – be observed at all times. Prisoners, housed around the perimeter, are unable to see into the inspection area while always remaining observable. In England, north London’s Pentonville is an infamous example of panopticon design. French philosopher Michel Foucault framed the social theory of ‘panopticism’ in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975). His central idea was that any panoptic design results from a desire for mechanistic control over any populace in ‘need’ of observation:


If the inmates are convicts, there is no danger of a plot, an attempt at collective escape, the planning of new crimes for the future, bad reciprocal influences; if they are patients, there is no danger of contagion; if they are madmen there is no risk of their committing violence upon one another; if they are schoolchildren, there is no copying, no noise, no chatter, no waste of time; if they are workers, there are no disorders, no theft, no coalitions, none of those distractions that slow down the rate of work, make it less perfect or cause accidents.6


The sonic environment in prison – where existing feelings of fear and stress are compounded by the shock of exposure to an alien audio sphere – was recently captured in the brilliant Prison Radio Association radio documentary Sounds Inside. It offers a cacophonous sound collage of what prison actually sounds like: reverb-laden shouts, metallic clangs, frenetic ping-pong games, echoing footsteps, screams, laughter, calls to prayer – and how it affects those who live there. In the show, producer, writer and former inmate Carl Cattermole recalls the shock that rare moments of sonic respite (in this case a quiet classroom) brought in HMP Pentonville:


The classrooms were daunting with that padded quietness … It was like a different world from the landings where the sound is punishingly bright – a total echo chamber.7


Elsewhere in the documentary an HMP Brixton inmate called Jacob describes the calming drone of the vacuum cleaner, and how it offered a distinct solace:


When I’m down here by myself and I’m hoovering I can figure out things in my head … I love the sound …8


Powerlessness in the face of sound – be it the acoustic footprint of city life, an institution, industrial noise or simply inane office ‘banter’ – has a demonstrably negative psychological effect. Attempts to negate it by tuning into hypnotic audio zones of our own – even the respite provided by a vacuum cleaner – are testament to the power of the drone as a mechanism of personal liberation.


But when does sound become noise? And who makes the distinction?


The Agony and the Ecstasy


The drone as noise, sonic backdrop to a life of servitude, is a potent symbol of capitalist overload. Canadian writer Murray Schafer spent decades researching noise as audio pollutant. He defined it as a necessary – though often unwelcome – appendage of urbanisation and rapid industrial development. In Schafer’s view there are three principal noise types: unwanted noise, unmusical sound and any loud sound or disturbance in any signalling system. From an artistic perspective, however, these categories are bothersome. If ‘unmusical’ sound is to be declared ‘noise’ it poses the question: who decides? Murray Schafer? No. The ear of the beholder reigns supreme.


If the drone of a vacuum cleaner in HMP Brixton can be used as an aural escape mechanism, then surely it not only transcends the negative association of Schafer’s definition but also itself: it becomes a liberatory audio talisman. If any ‘unmusical sound’ is to be taken as noise – relegated to a negative critical zone of Schafer’s design – then you can discount any number of discordant sounds where the intention is greater than that of mere irritation.


Napalm Death blasting through a punishingly abrasive grindcore set? Merzbow at tinnitus-rendering levels? The Iration Steppas rig pumping out dub at chest-rattling volume? These sounds may have proved contrary to Schaffer’s personal tastes. But the idea that the wild frontier of sound should be codified in such a way – with the ‘unmusical’ (in the traditional harmonic sense) demoted into a sonic dead zone equated with irritation and distress – denigrates the many artists disrupting the harmonic flow and working with abrasive sound.


The drone – when deployed, as it so frequently is, in the service of the obtuse and atonal, as opposed to underpinning harmonic interplay – fits Schaffer’s ‘unmusical noise’ definition to a tee. Indeed, generations of artists have explored the wild frontiers of ‘unmusical sound’. In the early twentieth century, the Italian futurists were obsessed with the very idea of noise as an art form bonded to the factory experience and the cornucopia of peculiar – and new – sounds that emanated from these gargantuan spaces: clanging, banging, metal on metal, the brute mechanised swing of a brave new world.


Luigi Russolo’s The Art of Noises futurist manifesto published in 1913 argued for a new order of sound – seldom, it must be noted, actually realised – that reflected a changing of the sonic guard. This was to be a celebration of mastery of resource; the thrusting, forward motion of mechanisation, a clarion call to the factory floor, a triumphant jeer in the face of what were seen as the primitive feudal orders of the (recent) past.


As it grows ever more complicated today, musical art seeks out combinations more dissonant, stranger, and harsher for the ear. Thus, it comes ever closer to the noise-sound … Beethoven and Wagner for many years wrung our hearts. But now we are sated with them and derive much greater pleasure from ideally combining the noise of streetcars, internal-combustion engines, automobiles, and busy crowds than from re-hearing, for example, the ‘Eroica’ or the ‘Pastorale’ … away! let us be gone, since we shall not much longer succeed in restraining a desire to create a new musical realism by a generous distribution of sonorous blows and slaps, leaping nimbly over violins, pianofortes, contrabasses, and groaning organs, Away!9


The futurists took what many now take as audio pollution – industrial drones and clangs, the noise of the machine – and eulogised it to the point of fetish. There was, of course, a well-documented proto-fascistic element at play here. The futurists celebrated noise not simply because they found it sonically interesting but because of what it represented: the primacy of modernity over a life of agricultural drudge. Wooden-stringed instruments and the established classical oeuvre plucked and strummed upon them were – in Russolo’s mind – as musically valid as a plate of stodgy pasta. (The futurists hated pasta. In The Futurist Cookbook Marinetti railed against the way that it induced ‘lassitude, pessimism, nostalgic inactivity and neutralism … anti-virile … no food for fighters.’)10


There are, of course, sonic parallels to be made with the late-twentieth-century noise/industrial axis here: forms in which the drone is frequently front and centre. However, while the futurists delighted in the dance of the machine, they came at it from the perspective of a modern-day middle manager measuring toilet breaks and recording ‘productivity metrics’. The machine was cherished because it represented efficiency of process, the primacy of automation.


By contrast, industrial music of the late twentieth century – far from revelling in the mechanised efficacy of factory toil – looked to the dehumanising aspect of life and death among the smokestacks, and drew sonic pictures in the residual soot. Artists like Throbbing Gristle worked in the negative zone, clocked in at the (death) disco, but broadly eschewed gratuitousness.[gratuity = a tip etc.] At its best there was a cathartic element at play, emotional honesty as opposed to lecherous excess. Listen to a track like ‘Medicine’ (1982): a full minute of ear-piercing feedback dissolves into cavernous metallic echo and disembodied voices – ‘it’s really good’; ‘yes, it’s coming through … coming out’; ‘39 b … quite good’. A nightmarish evocation of nameless procedures – more ghost in the faculty than fly on the wall – TG use the drone to set a scene of chilly corridors, churning basement boilers, barren tumbleweed courtyards and clicked heels hurrying to observation rooms: theirs is a fundamentally visual music.


As writer David Keenan so memorably put it in England’s Hidden Reverse, industrial music was ‘an attempt to say yes to no’.11 Throbbing Gristle hold up a mirror to humanity, in all its fallibility and grotesque inhumanity. When Chris Carter unfurls a queasy distorted synth drone on ‘Hamburger Lady’ – which relates the unbearable pain of a terminal burns victim – it evokes dread and claustrophobia. But above that it relates hopelessness – the hopelessness of a situation outside the scope of imagination to anyone but the sufferer. True horror, rendered without any semblance of Hollywood excess – a drab prosaic horror. William S. Burroughs’s own description of Naked Lunch applies here: ‘The title means exactly what the words say: naked lunch – a frozen moment when everyone sees what is on the end of every fork.’


Static; subterfuge; stasis; sex. In noise and industrial music alike the drone is cast as a means of shaking up complacency. It challenges the listener to question preconceived ideas about the validity of sound and the places they are willing to go with it. Classical notions of melodic progression, virtuosity and – by proxy – exclusivity, whereby musical ability is the preserve of the practised few, are called into sharp focus. The joy of noise, the shock of the new – or as Sir Ben Kingsley’s Don Logan in Sexy Beast would have it, ‘… the sheer fuck-offness’ involved in the visceral joy of creation – is prized. Sound is a malleable texturiser, erotic and amorphous. As prolific Japanese noise producer Merzbow put it:


Just as the Dadaists made art from objects from the street, I made sound from the scum that surrounds my life. I’m inspired by the surrealist idea ‘everything is erotic, everywhere erotic’. For me, noise is the most erotic form of sound. The word ‘noise’ has been used in Western Music since The Art of Noises. However, industrial music used ‘noise’ as a kind of technique. Western noise is often too conceptual or academic. Japanese noise relishes the ecstasy of sound itself.12


The ecstasy of sound.


Herein lies the rub. At its best, noise and industrial music reclaim the audio backdrop of life’s darker frontiers without gloating (at its worst it does precisely that and worse) but it frequently revels in the textural glory of the process and, as we’ll see time and again, the drone is a prime texturiser – and catharsis is never fully shorn of glee.


Field Manoeuvres


If the mechanised drone is a source of stress and anxiety, what of the drones of the natural world? These sounds can be foreboding – the howl of wind over Bodmin Moor, say, a place that seemingly crackles with dark malevolence – or offer beatific calm. Does any sound evoke languid humidity, a heat-haze crawl pace, more readily than the granular drone of cicadas?


The natural drone frequently offers solace. The return to nature is frequently tied to tropes of abandonment. Of course, it doesn’t always work like that (we’ll soon explore the dread and terror that can accompany natural sounds of unknown provenance) but the act of leaving behind the literal and metaphorical ‘trappings’ of city life – be they work, technology or stress – can indeed be intoxicating. A freeing from doleful routine drudgery, the reigniting of a palpably animal spark: at its best – and, crucially, with the right headspace and in the right surroundings and company – the sounds of nature can work as something approaching primal cathartic magic.


Recently, walking across gorse fields in Cornwall looking for the remote Neolithic burial chamber of Chun Quiot, I found myself on top of a rugged hill with both north-west and south-west Atlantic coastlines in clear view, the rush of wind all around. It was sheer exhilaration – an audio feast of near erotic intensity – the push of the wind coming from both directions, saline tang in the air, the glimpse of Chun Quiot’s foreboding capstone just visible against slate-grey skies.


Sound artists working with field recordings seek to capture such sonic flashes of personal wonderment, attempting psychic access to the heart of the moment in the process. As such moments are often fleeting, they necessitate active deep listening. In a recent interview with The Quietus, sound artist – and former Cabaret Voltaire agitator – Chris Watson railed against the intrusiveness of noise pollution and its effect in shutting off our ability to listen closely.


We’re all damaged by noise pollution – psychologically as much as anything, and we’re just not aware of it. You ring your bank and they play music at you down the phone, it’s so invasive. Because of that we waste so much energy in shutting things out, we don’t get the chance to listen … The advent of cheap fabricated buildings means that most of those you go in have appalling acoustics. You can’t have a conversation or you can hear everybody else’s conversations because you’re surrounded by flat parallel walls.


Watson has navigated both the beauty and strangeness of natural soundscapes in his field work and the stress buzz of scattershot mechanical audio in his earlier work with Cabaret Voltaire. His soundscapes capture the essence of the places he is recording, honing in on visceral atmospherics peculiar to a location. Stepping into the Dark (1996) is a case in point, and saw Watson work with powerful wind drones at Glenn Cannich, capturing the eerie multilayered tones as they whip across the glen and also the doom-laden scratch and craw of the ‘parliament of rooks’ at Embleton rookery. He evoked the memory of ley line pioneer T.C. Lethbridge in his liner notes.


Lethbridge might have said that the birds come here, largely due to this always pagan site having obvious associations with the strong atmosphere of its ley line and ritual past … The acoustic of the place spins the parliament of the rooks through the cold air, its stillness, and into the timeless chaos …13


Watson’s field recordings communicate the transient nature of a natural world in flux: there is no background manipulation or editing, he simply mikes up the environment at the right time and records what is happening in front of him. I’m minded to make a comparison to the raw recording style of Steve Albini (Nirvana, Pixies, Big Black et cetera) who famously eschews post-production trickery to capture the spirit of what is happening in the room, as opposed to perfect performances by individual players spliced together after the fact.


Key to Watson’s acoustic philosophy is the idea that each location holds a particular spirit: on the haunting El Tren Fantasma (2011) he evoked a ghost train journey – the now defunct railway that traversed the Mexican Pacific coast – by travelling the former line and recording the sounds, people and wildlife that once surrounded it. Natural drones place the listener in the centre of a long-gone journey, the acoustic footprint of which still resonates today, be it the thrum of buzzing flies on ‘Crucero La Joya’ or the menacing animal howls amid heat-haze cicadas on ‘El Tajin’.


Watson’s pioneering production work in early Cabaret Voltaire records also made use of field recordings (albeit layered and processed) to evoke a feeling of Dadaist multimedia overload, humanity adrift in a chaotic maelstrom of political messages, militaristic yelling, pop culture references and dystopic futurism. Repetition, tape loops and crackling white noise brought a feeling of unease, humanity adrift amid ceaseless input.


Other sound artists like Matthew Herbert have used field recordings as a launch point for navigating similarly dark territories. His heartbreaking One Pig (2011), for example, follows the journey of an animal bred for meat. Each track is named after a month in the animal’s short – and entirely fore-written – life. First plaintive oinks are offset against maternal synth drones; wrenching death squeals become a grotesque sub-bass blanket; slamming doors and the click of boots are pregnant with malevolence due to the certain knowledge of the outcome – this is the end, my friend.


Herbert personalises and amplifies the process of industrialised death. He forces the listener to confront what is taking place and evaluate their own complicity.


Elsewhere, he’s worked with more minimal sample material to equally devastating effect. The End of Silence (2013) took a five-second sample – heard untreated at the album’s start – of a fighter jet dropping a bomb in Libya. The roar of the engine and the muffled boom of the explosion followed by the grotesque ‘calm’ of the immediate aftermath are then, over fifty minutes, sliced, rearranged, processed and scrambled into a collage by turns eerie and horrifying. Just as One Pig renders brutally personal that which is typically hidden, so The End of Silence speaks to the desensitised 24/7 news ‘consumer’ blunted by a barrage of familiar war imagery. The foundational sound – shorn of familial ‘war report’ visual signifiers and attendant grave commentary – is deeply shocking.


Again, the drone is used to wrap the listener in a false security blanket. Calm passages give way to the same moment of unadorned horror. Time and again, you’re jarred awake, reminded that every sound, no matter what Herbert has done to it, no matter how ostensibly soothing, derives from that one moment of terror. Is The End of Silence industrial music in its truest, most devastating, form? It’s certainly more emotionally resonant and truly shocking than any of the faux ‘transgressive’ posturing that came hot on the (leather) coat tails of Throbbing Gristle et al. throughout the eighties.


By manipulating a single sound, Herbert speaks of the sheer sonic terror of modern warfare. Indeed, the sounds of war carry a uniquely potent dread. Though the visual signifiers of wartime propaganda – gleaming fighter jets, well-drilled infantry, naval squadrons – have been used to foster feelings of patriotic pride since time immemorial, sound is a completely different matter.


Rarely do the sounds of bombs or machine guns induce anything other than fear or revulsion. During the First World War the misery and squalor of the trenches may have been hidden from public view; however, the fact that the bombs of the Somme were audible in London offered a (literal) echo of a world of horror and destruction just over the Channel.


The devastating psychological and physical effect of sound was well documented during the First World War. The world’s first industrial war was unimaginably loud. Gunners operating 18-pound field guns were not issued with ear defenders – eardrums could be easily perforated on first use by sheer sonic shock; first-hand testimony often offers soldiers recalling dazed gunners stumbling around, blood pouring from burst eardrums. Such was the volume that sound was spoken of in physical terms: ‘I felt that if I lifted a finger I should touch a solid ceiling of sound,’ wrote one soldier of the bombardment at Vimy Ridge.14


Thousands suffered irreparable hearing damage amid the barrage. Others reported a fine-tuning. There could be a horribly personal aspect to the soundscape of the trenches. Soldiers undertaking hand-to-hand combat missions would become sensitised to the smallest sounds. The maximal audio carnage of the front was suddenly shrunk to an animalistic level of minute perception. In Storm of Steel – the first published account of trench warfare, written by German infantry soldier Ernst Jünger in 1920 – the phenomenon was recounted.


Ears are tensed to the maximum, the rustling approach of strange feet in the tall grass is an unutterably menacing thing. Your breath comes in shallow bursts; you have to force yourself to stifle any panting or wheezing. There is a little mechanical click as the safety-catch of your pistol is taken off; the sound cuts straight through your nerves. Your teeth are grinding on the fuse-pin of the hand-grenade. The encounter will be short and murderous. You tremble with two contradictory impulses: the heightened awareness of the huntsmen, and the terror of the quarry. You are a world to yourself, saturated with the appalling aura of the savage landscape.


Each war brings its own peculiar hellish soundscape. In the Second World War the whinnying drone of the air raid siren provided ominous forewarning of fast-approaching bombers. The German Stuka Ju 87, meanwhile, was fitted with a 70cm siren nicknamed the ‘trumpet of Jericho’. This emitted a terrifying high-pitched drone as the dive-bomber hurtled towards its target – a weapon of sheer psychological warfare aimed at maximising dread from those nearby as well as those directly in the line of fire.


Far removed from shiny recruitment-centre images of camaraderie and derring-do, the field of ‘sound weaponry’ evokes sinister tropes: covert manipulation, black ops, secret bases, torture et cetera. Weaponised sound sees the drone at its most malevolent, handed to the men in black: a world of clammy dread, seedy embassies, battered suitcases and shifty emissaries.


Ghost Tape Number 10 is an unsettling case in point. During the Vietnam War an American psy-ops unit developed a tape as part of a psychological offensive called Operation Wandering Soul.


It played on the widely held Vietnamese folk belief that the dead must receive a proper burial in their homeland – or else, be destined to become an eternally ‘wandering soul’. The tape encompassed eerie drones, white noise and disembodied voices calling out to ‘relatives’ in the Viet Cong to lay down arms. Played at high volume during night-time ground missions and via loudspeakers mounted on helicopters, the Americans hoped to stoke fear and manipulate deep-seated folk beliefs as ‘ancestral’ voices (Southern Vietnamese actors) called out, ‘My friends! I have come back to let you know that I am dead! I am dead! … Don’t end up like me! Go home, friends, before it is too late!’


Anecdotal evidence suggests it had some success. Though many Viet Cong soldiers realised that the tape was a work of fiction, it planted enough of a seed of doubt – playing as it did on such deep-seated belief – to cause some to turn back.


The power of sound to induce feelings of terror, awe or unease is manifest. Nowhere is this clearer than in the depersonalised horror of modern drone warfare, whereby unmanned drones wreak havoc via remote control. In a 2012 New Yorker feature, the Palestinian journalist Wasseem El Sarraj described the soundscape of Gaza under attack and the long-term effects such sonics had on his family.


Drones: in Gaza, they are called zananas, meaning a bee’s buzz. They are the incessant, irritating creatures. They are not always the harbingers of destruction; instead they remain omnipresent, like patrolling prison guards … it creates a terrifying soundscape, and at night we lie in our beds hoping that the bombs do not drop on our houses, that glass does not shatter onto our children’s beds. Sometimes, we move from room to room in an attempt to feel some sense of safety. The reality is that there is no escape, neither inside the house nor from the confines of Gaza.15


A recent study by Stanford Law Center, ‘Living under Drones’ – which focuses on US Army drone activity among al-Qaida strongholds in rural Pakistan – makes for equally harrowing reading. The main psychological factor cited by multiple interviewees was that of unpredictability. The buzzing drone could signal observation, or imminent attack. A villager recounted the experience: ‘I can’t sleep at night because when the drones are there … I hear them making that sound, that noise. The drones are all over my brain, I can’t sleep. When I hear the drones making that drone sound, I just turn on the light and sit there looking at the light. Whenever the drones are hovering over us, it just makes me so scared.’16


The (avian) drone carries dark associations in the collective subconscious, be it the terror of depersonalised warfare or creepy anonymous surveillance. However, in 2014 John Cale – ex-Velvet Underground composer – sought to recalibrate perceptions of the devices by framing them as ‘airborne architecture’ alongside a dronal musical backing in a Barbican installation called LOOP>>60Hz: Transmissions from the Drone Orchestra. On the night, Cale provided a cascade of metallic synth drones alongside vocals which were sonically ‘carried’ around the Barbican by a squadron of flying drones with loudspeakers – some ‘dressed’ in costumes – which also provided their own inescapable buzz. Playing with perceptions both of the machines, and what Cale described as the ‘drone of civilisation’ (60Hz being the hum of electricity), the ‘idea was to make things that had no right to fly – utterly unreal, uncanny – surreal as objects.’


The acoustic by-product of the flying drone can often lead to distress, but it is not a specific part of its design make-up. Sustained infrasound tones – frequencies lower than 20Hz, i.e. the regular limit of human hearing – used in long-range acoustic devices to disperse rioters, are a different matter: here sustained tones are weaponised by design.17


Able to induce a feeling of extreme unease, one ‘feels’ rather than ‘hears’ infrasound. Indeed, this is where rumours of the ‘brown note’ – a frequency of such depth it supposedly induces defecation – come from. The veracity of such claims remains unfounded, though – as we’ll see later when discussing Sunn O))) – rumours abound. A mobile sonic device called the Mosquito, meanwhile, emits ultrasound frequencies outside shopping centres in the attempt of deterring loitering teenagers who are naturally susceptible to ultrasound frequencies, as the capacity to hear ultra-high frequencies deteriorates with age.


Infrasound will be a familiar feeling to anybody who has seen Sunn O))) play or experienced a serious dub reggae rig at full pelt. Sternum-crushing bass creates a sensation of physical movement around the lungs, sound pressure pushing against your body. This is what Bristolian dubstep producer Pinch calls ‘chest-plate’ bass (his early Subloaded club posters bore the legend ‘if your chest ain’t rattling, it ain’t happening’): a physical rush of sound that exerts a palpable ‘presence’ inside your cavities.


One can well imagine how such a visceral sensation – shorn of any musical ‘meaning’ – would induce panic in a crowd.


Weaponised sound – which, by accident or design, almost always comes in the form of the drone – works as a tool of subliminal coercion for a number of reasons. In the case of flying drones, the sonic buzz forewarns of potential attack and signals instant panic. Infrasound deliberately pushes buttons known to result in psychological distress. Stukka bombers, with their screech, amplified terror itself. The fact people know where the sound is coming from – and know what it means – creates a feeling of powerlessness.


The Hum


Mysterious sounds of unknown provenance can have similar, albeit less viscerally distressing, effects. A strange acoustic phenomenon known as ‘the hum’ – a low bass drone intermittently reported in various locations around the world for decades – is a case in point.


Most closely associated with Bristol, in the 1960s people began to contact the city council complaining of a bass rumble particularly audible at night. Various theories as to the cause of ‘the Bristol hum’ (as it has since become known) have been put forward: factory noise, pylons, subsonic frequencies emitted from submarines, even electromagnetic radiation. Some residents reported nosebleeds and headaches. Perhaps inevitably, various conspiracy theories – UFOs, military testing or even oblique government mind-control experiments – have been propagated, too. Reports of the hum stopped in the early 1980s but started again in 2016.


Descriptions typically frame it as sounding like a truck engine or a wall fan. Film-maker and Bristol resident Jamie Brightmore described it on his blog as sounding as if ‘the vibration is coming from the ground, through the foundations, heard through the structure of the building’. A YouTube video posted in 2017, meanwhile, sees a visibly distressed man peering out of his loft window as an eerie metallic drone emerges from the grey Clifton skyline: ‘I don’t know what it is but it’s starting to freak me out a bit. I don’t like it. It’s been happening every ten minutes. There it is again! I’m going to stop recording now.’


‘The Hum’ might sound like a 1950s B movie – some Roger Corman-produced drive-in schlock – but it’s a significant global phenomenon. Aside from Bristol, the most well-known ‘hum’ is located in the small town of Taos, New Mexico and was first reported in the early 1980s. It proved so bothersome to residents that questions were asked in Congress in 1993 and attempts were made to locate the cause.


One possibility is ELF (extra-low frequency) electromag­netic radiation waves – sometimes generated by lightning or ­disturbances in the Earth’s electromagnetic field. Another is that the hum is caused by ‘permanent free oscillations’ on the seabed, whose microseismic waves can be picked up by those with particularly sensitive hearing. As is often the case, the lack of a common consensus has led to a wild array of theories and sense of unease among those living with it. Naval conspiracy theories aside (the Taos hum even features in an X-Files episode – Drive – in which Mulder investigates low-frequency emissions), the strain of living with the mysterious drone is described by some as akin to low-level tinnitus.


After hearing the hum himself during a stay in British Columbia, Dr Glen MacPherson started tracking the worldwide phenomenon on a website that allows users to report their own experiences.18 There are currently around 10,000 reports, everywhere from Sweden to Canada. In an article for the Conversation MacPherson described the hum as ‘like a truck engine idling. For some, it’s a distant rumbling or droning noise. It can start and stop suddenly or wax and wane over time. For others, the Hum is loud, relentless and life-altering.’


In the article MacPherson quotes from a paper by a geoscientist called David Deming (who also hears the hum). Deming has conducted extensive research into the phenomenon and believes the most probable cause to be rooted in very-low frequency (VLF) radio transmissions or accumulative industrial derived infrasound.


It’s appropriate that Bristol – associated as it is with the ever-morphing permutations of bass music culture – should have the most famous hum in the world. The more mischievous minded could suggest that it could be the residual audio ghost of sound systems past, a phantom loop enveloping the city.


Does the drone lend itself to mystery? To the eerie and inexplicable? The sense of deep-seated unease caused by ‘the hum’ is testament to the capacity of sustained tones to evoke disquiet, a sense of lifting the curtain of the everyday. Given this, perhaps it is inevitable that we also see the drone harnessed time and again in spiritual ritual – an audio emblem that transcends borders and stretches back millennia.




Chapter 1: Enter the Chamber


[image: ]


It’s 38 degrees on the outskirts of Valetta, the capital of the island of Malta. Scrawny cats idle underneath battered cars, waiting out the fierce afternoon sun. Washing hangs from crumbling wrought iron balconies six floors up and old men in crumpled black suits play dominoes on the shady side of the street. Aside from a few tiny hole-in-the-wall bars – buzzing ceiling fans, plastic tables, corner-mounted TVs – not much is open.


Malta is the smallest country in the EU, a fifth the size of greater London. Situated 90 kilometres south-east of Sicily, it’s closer to Libya than mainland Europe. The Phoenicians, Romans, Arabs, Normans and British all left their mark. Towns and villages often have Arabic names (M’dina, Rabat), Roman ruins abound, locals sometimes begin sentences in Maltese and finish them in English.


The chaotic dreamscape of ancient ramparts, imposing sea defences, watchtowers, crumbling alleys, baroque cathedrals and Neolithic remains has served as backdrop for both Game of Thrones and Gladiator. The island visually cleaves to the epic (the Knights Templar, the ancient mystic Catholic warrior order, were responsible for much of Valetta’s sixteenth-century baroque architecture) but the realities of twenty-first-century life are tough.


Farming is an often thankless task. Most of the countryside is unirrigated, with cracked dry soil during the baking summers, scarce arable land and abandoned farmhouses surrounded by cracked limestone walls. That the most widely eaten meat is wild rabbit – more often than not unctuously slow braised with red wine and marrowfat peas in the form of stuffat tal-fenek – tells you a lot about the place.


As I travel the main island, the past is brought into vivid focus. Neolithic and Roman ruins are ubiquitous – and often mercifully free of the dainty visitor-centre vibe that plagues similar sites in England. Aside from the main sites, I stumble across unmarked remains down dirt-track roads and look for stone circles amid scrubland on the outskirts of dilapidated villages.


The ruins of Neolithic Malta offer beguiling clues of what was clearly a highly advanced civilisation but which predated the written word. There is no hieroglyphic code to decipher here. Much remains a mystery. What we do know is that around 4000 bc the people of Malta and its smaller sister island Gozo began to build temples marking the passage between life and death. Many share similar features – curved stone facades, forecourts and decorative stones covered in spiral motifs. Amulets, beads, figurines and knives were often found. A dominant figure – the so-called ‘fat woman’ or Venus of Malta – is thought to have been a fertility symbol. Some historians have even speculated that the temples themselves represented the head, arms and legs of the deity and that the idea of a ‘mother goddess’ was central to spiritual life.


Ancient temple remains like those found at Tarxien, Hagar Qim and Mnajdra – which were built over six thousand years ago – represent incredible feats of engineering: some of the stones at Hagar Qim weighed twenty tonnes apiece. These count among the world’s first known free-standing stone buildings. To contextualise just how old we’re talking: by the time the Great Pyramid of Giza was finished around 2580 bc, these temples would have been in use for well over a millennium. Or, to apply Julian Cope’s helpful Stonehenge analogy from his British Neolithic survey The Modern Antiquarian: ‘If Jesus were to have stood in front of the monument during his lifetime it would have been older to him, then, than he is to us, now.’


So it is with the Maltese temples.


Ritual activity is strongly evidenced. At the temple of Mnajdra – a site long rumoured in folklore to cure illness and promote fertility – numerous flint knives and animal bones were found, while excavations at the Xaghra stone circle on Gozo brought up some 200,000 human bones. Archaeologists believe the circle acted as an above-ground ‘memory monument’ where an elaborate funeral rite took place – bodies appear to have been brought there, ritually dismembered and the body parts arranged ceremoniously around the site.1


Today, however, I don’t linger above ground. I am going underground.


The Hypogeum of Hal Saflieni is the most mysterious of ancient sites in an island packed with them. A labyrinthine Neolithic burial chamber complex that was painstakingly tunnelled by hand three storeys down into soft limestone. Built over a period of centuries around six thousand years ago, it has no architectural parallels anywhere in the world. But from the outside it’s as unassuming a UNESCO world heritage site as you’re ever likely to stumble across.


Down a side street, off the main drag in Paola – a dusty Valetta suburb – it sits amid corner shops, bars and pizza places. Aside from a disability ramp and a black sign bearing the solitary word ‘Hypogeum’ – beneath which the shadows of each letter bend in a sinister, seemingly acid-tainted fashion – it looks like any other weather-beaten apartment block. Beneath the unassuming surface, however, lies an ancient netherworld that lay undisturbed for millennia. In 1902, builders installing plumbing in a new apartment block accidentally cut into the roof of the near perfectly preserved subterranean temple.


What they found was like something out of Indiana Jones: oblique chambers, side rooms, pits containing headless statues, geometric wall paintings and around 7,000 skeletal remains. In the decades since its discovery, a wormhole of garish folklore has built up around the place. Serpent priests, ritual sacrifice, UFOs, genetic mutation, lost children and disappearing tour groups all feature in local tales of the site, inspired not only by the singular topography of the site, but also its most peculiar acoustics.


The so-called ‘Oracle Chamber’ is a rectangular side room with red ochre spirals painted on the ceiling. It has a particularly disquieting aural effect. Archaeologists and historians have long speculated about both the stone shelf mounted across the back wall, which looks very much like a modern resonator panel, and the small niche into which many have speculated that an oracle or ancient priest may have spoken, their voice reverberating around the entire chamber with eerie sonority.


As National Geographic reported in 1920, some eighteen years after the Hypogeum’s discovery: ‘A word spoken in this room is magnified a hundredfold and is audible throughout the entire structure. The effect upon the credulous can be imagined when the oracle spoke and the words came thundering forth through the dark and mysterious place with terrifying impressiveness.’2


The Hypogeum was likely a place of community remembrance. The dead were far from ‘out of sight, out of mind’. They were laid out in their hundreds, made accessible to visitors via a complex of walkways and chambers. Primary burials would have been moved to make way for new arrivals; builders tunnelling out new niches would have fleetingly shared the fetid chambers with corpses old and new; the smell of red ochre paint and blazing torches would have mingled with the overpowering odour of rotting flesh in various stages of decomposition. In its own peculiar way, the Hypogeum would have been a living, breathing space.


Today I’m one of only ten people – the maximum allowed inside at one time – descending underground. A visit involves booking months in advance. The whole operation, by dint of environmental necessity, is a highly controlled business. Cameras, phones and liquids are put in lockers by stern-faced security guards. It feels more like hard-core airport security than tourist site. Atmosphere and temperature are constantly monitored for optimum humidity with hi-tech gear.3


As I stoop down narrow cut passageways into the main chambers, the juxtaposition between the baking urban streets a few feet away and this ancient subterranean space is eerie, sinister, claustrophobic in the extreme. Condensation drips from the ceiling and a hammy voice-over guide – complete with chinking ‘tunnelling’ sounds, atmospheric drones and the hushed whispers of the ‘ancient builders’ – plays through tinny tour headphones – but it doesn’t dampen the ghostly, reverent atmosphere.


I walk the passageway in the ancient upper tier. It leads to five low-roofed burial chambers, chiselled from pre-existing caves. The middle level is spectacularly detailed. The set piece here has been dubbed the ‘holy of holies’ – a room carved to emulate in perfect miniature detail one of Malta’s above-ground temples. Two pits at the entrance were thought to have been used to collect offerings: smashed figurines were found in both.


As we crowd into the Oracle Chamber every cough, whisper and word comes alive, imbued with resounding power and presence. The sound bounces around the dank walls for a freakishly long time. It is extraordinary. I have never heard reverberation like it. This space – indeed the entire Hypogeum – crackles with peculiar magic. Descending into its bowels feels like entering a netherworld, some Gormenghast fantasy, a feeling enhanced by each successive chamber being only partially visible from the next, separated by limestone walls and panelling.


It hums with intent, with fervency of belief. Regardless of one’s own spirituality or lack thereof, when entering a space imbued with such metaphysical significance, you can’t help but pick it up. Some echo from the past perhaps? A psychic residue in the crumbing limestone walls? It feels that way.


Dr Rupert Till from the University of Huddersfield has conducted extensive acoustic experiments at the site. ‘We had somebody who had a very deep bass voice and when he was speaking the whole area was literally ringing around him,’ Till tells me. ‘This was clearly a space where ritual activity would have taken place. If you look at cultures around the world you find the dead still very much living. We remember the dead: but at the Hypogeum it seems likely to have been a much more active process, a place where you would have perhaps descended to keep the memory of the dead alive, or to ask questions of them. The expectation of going down there would perhaps have made one hypersensitive. And when you heard the voice echoing – and in the Hypogeum the bass sounds can reverberate for around fourteen seconds – it would have been a place where you could remember spirits. In that respect, perhaps their voice may have been kept alive.’


Immersed in the ancient acoustics, I wonder what role the drone might have played down here, under the ground, six thousand years ago.


Ritual Vibrations


The words ‘sound ritual’ conjure a cornucopia of camp Hammer Horror-esque imagery. Charles Grey – resplendent in velvet hood – loudly enunciating into an ancient tomb; tribal drummers in a trance; some innocent inductee lost to ritual ecstasy as the coven chants; the summoning of ancient deities through wilful incantation; torches ablaze in bucolic winter night. Hoary imagery maybe, but the fact remains: sound defines personal ritual and organised religion alike and has done for millennia. What, though, do we really mean by ‘ritual’?


The dictionary definition is ‘a set of fixed actions and sometimes words performed regularly, especially as part of a ceremony’. Taken on those terms, we can say with certainty that the Hypogeum was a place of ritual burial. If we take the Hypogeum as a gateway space – in which the journey of the soul from this world to another was likely to have been represented – I think it reasonable to assume the strong resonance of the chambers, the striking drone, may have been harnessed. But if so, might the Hypogeum have been ‘acoustically engin­eered’ – as is sometimes claimed – to enhance this effect? It’s a question that has been debated by archaeologists, acoustic researchers and historians alike.


Dr Till believes the former proposition – that an accidental resonance was harnessed – is likely, while remaining sceptical that the Hypogeum’s builders set out with acoustic intent:


There is no evidence for specific acoustic engineering. When you move close to a wall the bass resonance increases. If you go to a club and stand next to the wall, you’ll notice the bass is incredibly powerful. The resonant frequencies at the Hypogeum are similarly powerful but there is no evidence that the space has been created to cause an acoustic effect. I have heard such stories but find no evidence to support it. What we can say is that the space has incredibly powerful acoustics that you absolutely cannot miss: you can’t fail to appreciate that. But at the Hypogeum we actually found other spaces that have even more powerful resonances than the Oracle Chamber.


Could an ancient people have had enough understanding of acoustics to deliberately set about hollowing out limestone in order to maximise the reverberant potential of the space for a desired effect? This hypothesis is usually centred around the idea that the niche found in the wall acted as a focal point for ceremonial vocal chant or prayer, its hollow boosting the reverb. Others have hypothesised that the cut stone shelf along the back wall of the chamber acted as an acoustic panel, much like those found in classical concert halls today, which may also have increased the reverberation of the space.


There is no definitive answer. Blueprints are, after all, not forthcoming. As so often with archaeoacoustics, we’re in the realm of informed speculation. After visiting the Hypogeum, I spoke to historian Katya Stroud who works for Heritage Malta. She suggested that the Hypogeum may indeed have been engineered – but only after the fact, once the strange acoustics had already been noted.


‘The “shelf” is very suggestive,’ she explained. ‘The carving of what looks like a very shallow shelf along the top where the niche is found in the Oracle Chamber does suggest that this was created to enhance the acoustic effects of the chamber. The general consensus, however, is that the acoustic effect of the chamber was not created deliberately, but was most probably accidental. However, the niche and this “shelf” may indicate that measures were then taken to enhance the natural acoustic effects.’


The roof of the Oracle Chamber is covered by a distinctive red ochre spiral motif. Writer and archaeoacoustic researcher Paul Devereaux has hypothesised that this imagery perhaps served to represent what was occurring, a visual reckoning of the sound within the chamber, the motif representing a primitive waveform.


The spirals could represent foliage, yes. But in the often multifunction nature of symbols, spirals are indeed suitable visual analogues for sound. The increasing sizes of the spirals and especially of the discs could signal amplitude i.e. the special acoustic properties of the niche. The discs, after all, lead us right inside the niche. Was that from where the voices of the gods – or ancestors – emanated? We are so blasé about sound in our noisy modern world that we tend to forget that it could hold mysterious properties for early peoples who did not possess a scientific, wave model understanding – we can acknowledge this especially regarding the eerie quality of resonance and echoes. What we know from Greek oracle sites suggests that even rushing water or the soughing of wind in foliage could be read as divine communication, if often through the mediation of priests and priestesses. It is in any case a questionable assumption that the builders of the Hypogeum made a noteworthy acoustic discovery by accident … the creation of the Hypogeum was an intentional act. It couldn’t have been otherwise.4


One can see why the question of deliberate acoustical engineering has inspired debate. Engineering reveals intention. And it is via intention – of visual imagery, written text or architectural features – that sacred buildings decree their spiritual meaning. We gaze at the foreboding gargoyles on the side of Notre Dame and understand that more than drainage systems, they show a visceral representation of the Catholic concept of evil: a physical portrayal of the unconverted soul in eternal damnation – a warning from God. Likewise, when looking at the mosaicked dome of the Great Mosque of Süleymaniye in Istanbul we understand it represents the vault of heaven. Ancient sites such as the Hypogeum – being the work of a people who left no written trace – may be bereft of the cast-iron evidence of intention that comes from meticulously maintained archives, architectural records, church ledgers, diaries et cetera – but that doesn’t mean that these places are shorn of deeper, intentional significance.5


The emergent discipline of archaeoacoustics attempts a reading of sites from an acoustic – as well as visual – perspective. It maps the literal and metaphorical resonance of spaces. In his book Sonic Wonderland, Professor Trevor Cox talks of developing a sense of ‘aural wonderment’ and learning how to ‘read’ your surroundings aurally. Historians sometimes talk of the sense of wonderment that surely accompanied visiting a medieval cathedral for the first time. I live near Ely cathedral. As I drive over the bleak, flood-prone fenland (‘Slow Down! Don’t drown on Fenland Roads!’) I wonder what it must have been like some thousand years ago for a cold, hungry, illiterate peasant to have seen that immense Romanesque structure, rising out of the black loamy soil, from afar. Maybe like catching a glimpse of divinity. At the least, a temporary cerebral escape from the brutalising Fenland wind and mud.


But a preoccupation with visual impact poses a question: why do we so often associate the visual, rather than the aural, with a sense of wonder? Speaking to Paul Devereaux after my Hypogeum visit, he puts it to me that: ‘archaeoacoustics is simply the recognition that ancient people had ears. We are a very visual culture. It has taken a long time for researchers to start to think about sound in relation to these sites. Sound is ephemeral and these places are very ancient and made of rock. It was anti-intuitive for a long while, but really in the last twenty years people have started thinking about sound in these places.’6


Is it reasonable to assume that interesting acoustic phenomena – like those experienced in a resonant burial chamber – would likely have had an amplified psychological effect? Today, you’re likely to experience echo every time you walk into a multistorey car park or duck into a stairwell to take a call in the office without necessarily registering it. But if the only time in your life you heard sound bouncing around the walls was in the Hypogeum, it’s likely you’d remember it as something significant, ethereal even. Would these effects – singular and deeply pronounced as they are – have been exploited in spiritual ceremony?


Look at the central role the drone, in the form of rever­b­eration, has since played in other sacred spaces. Reverbera­tion is central to devotional music around the world. In Christianity for example, the church organ provides a bombastic ceremonial experience that serves to emphasise the humbling magnitude of the cathedral space, its ethereal power and fundamental separation from the daily grind. In a stone cathedral, sound will be reflected against the walls and ceiling, but it will also be reflected against other surfaces – wooden pews, wax candles, statues – creating a dramatic effect. The music becomes greater than the sum of its parts. It ‘lives’ in the space during the reverb, interacting with everything and everybody within that space, the air ringing with the vibration of belief.
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