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Introduction

The anthropologist Maurice Godelier (1996) observed that every society he had studied distinguished between three categories of things: things that must be sold, things that must be given and things that must be kept. In contemporary societies we might want to consider adding a fourth category—things we want to keep but may be impossible to preserve.  I am interested in understanding how memories or today are being conserved for tomorrow.

One of my research interests is the study of new strategies for the preservation of cultural heritage in digital (or electronic) media and in other “time-based” media—a term used by cultural heritage professionals to refer to artistic and ethnographic works created using ephemeral materials, performance-based practices or technologies that rapidly become obsolete.
 Ethical codes developed for the conservation of older forms of material culture were generally premised on the preservation of objects in their original state.  But time-based media works cannot be preserved unchanged or they will be lost. They must be migrated, emulated, re-fabricated or re-performed. One of the emerging principles in contemporary approaches to the conservation of time-based media is that a preservation strategy must take into account the work’s meanings.  But this is not an easy principle to follow.  If the meanings for creators, collectors and publics differ, whose opinion prevails?  If creators change their views over time which one is the most legitimate—the values they held in the past or their current beliefs?

I have been studying international initiatives devoted to rethinking strategies for conservation of works in time-based media in elite and well-funded cultural institutions, in particular in public art museums.   However I will focus today on a case study I undertook recently that grapples with the challenges of preserving smaller collections held in institutions with fewer resources.  In particular I want to discuss some of the challenges and insights gained from research-in-progress on the meaning of a particular collection. 

In the early 1970s community activists interested in noise abatement, university-based researchers and musicians began what has come to be known as the World Soundscape Project. The WSP participants have produced a collection of audio recordings, visual images and texts describing sounds of the past and contemporary environmental sounds.  The people who created the Vancouver Soundscape Collection had varied concerns, ranging from a preoccupation with documenting (and resisting) noise pollution to interests in theoretical dimensions of sonic environments and electro-acoustic design. The collection is currently housed in the School of Communication at Simon Fraser University in Canada (SFU). 

Shortly after I joined the faculty there six years ago I was approached by several faculty members and technicians who were worried about the future of the collection and wanted my help. The collection includes material created with obsolete technologies in various forms of media, notably recordings made with outmoded software and playback technologies that are increasingly difficult to repair due to the scarcity of replacement parts. As is the case with all recording technologies the support materials are unstable
The idea of exploring ways of using strategies developed in elite institutions for the preservation of this small collection appealed to me.  It took several years to secure funding needed to re-digitize the collection—some of it had been digitized using technologies that are now also obsolete.  The funds also have enabled a research team to conduct documentary research on the archives and undertake oral history interviews with the creators of the collection to understand their perspectives on the meaning of their work. 
Some of my initial questions were:  
· What sounds did the collection contain? 
· What criteria had participants used to decide what sounds should be recorded and preserved? 
· What recording conventions, cognitive processes, and tacit knowledge had informed the practical action of recordists and researchers who created the collection?  
I undertook this research in part because the WSP had shaped theoretical work in acoustic ecology and acoustic communication as well as creative practices in electro-acoustic music composition. I also believed the collection had the potential to be of interest for cultural historians and memory studies scholars.  Now I am less certain of the extent to which the collection can serve scholars interested in historic soundscapes as memories of the world, but I believe it may still serve as a valuable resource for understanding evolving notions about listening and documentation practices.
My research was inspired by an emerging area of scholarship sometimes called the ‘sociology of values’ developed in the work of Nathalie Heinich, Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot (Heinich 2009, Boltanski and Thévenot 2008) and in Tia DeNora’s exploration of the concept of affordance in music listening. DeNora has proposed that aural phenomena occupy a central place contemporary social life, acting as affordances for listening that engage cognitive processes, affect and agency (DeNora 2002, 2003). 
Before discussing how these theoretical frameworks have helped to frame my analysis of the WSP I will give you a brief overview of the WSP activities and materials in the collection. Then I will conclude with a reflection on some of the implications of the diverse interests of creators and content of the collection for assessing the potential of materials in the collection to serve as mnemonic triggers and shape memory narratives about changing environmental sounds and listening practices. 

The World Soundscape Project and Research on Acoustic Communication 

The World Soundscape Project, was initiated over forty years ago by R. Murray Schafer a Canadian composer. The project grew out of Schafer’s concerns about noise pollution in the 1960s and a course he developed on “noise” and the transformation of what he called “our sonic environment”. His students felt little could be done to abate the sounds of modern life, therefore Schafer tried to develop a more positive approach. He assembled a team that embarked on a detailed study of sound in the immediate locale (Vancouver), followed by a cross-Canada recording tour and a European tour. The research initially focused on disappearing sonic memories of the world (Bosma 2006, Bijsterveld 2008, Schafer 1994(1977)). The team gathered information about noise control legislation as well as literary descriptions of sounds of the past. 
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They produced a collection of field recordings of sounds of specific places and types of sounds (such as the sounds of a working Canadian mining town and train whistles).

*Slide and sounds of a fishing village
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 They took photographs of some of the sites where field recordings were made. 
 
They recorded listening commentaries, made maps, wrote log sheets, technical fieldnotes, published papers and books, and gave lectures about their work. 
*more slides of materials in the collection

The WSP team developed new concepts to support their work, such as the notion of soundscapes and soundmarks—aural analogies to landscapes and landmarks. Barry Truax, a longtime participant and curator of the collection proposed an interdisciplinary paradigm that he called acoustic communication as a “way of understanding the intricate system of meaning and relationship that sound creates in environmental contexts…At the centre of the model is the listener” . For him sound functions as a mediator in a complex system of within an acoustic community.
Some team members WSP had activist agendas and began projects to enhance the public’s listening habits with “ear cleaning” workshops and “soundwalks” curated by guides who instruct members of the general public to walk and  listened without talking. These continue to this day under the sponsorship of various cultural tourism and New Music associationd. 
The researchers also experimented with different production techniques.  They recognized that ‘authentic’ recordings of the audible dimensions of community life could not all be documented by ‘naturalistic’ recording of ‘found sounds’. Some of the recordings in the collection are in fact simulations created in a recording studio.  For example, in a composition created for the Vancouver Soundscape series—Entry to the Harbour- the WSP team tried to reconstruct the experience of entering Vancouver harbour in a boat.  In an actual recording with technology of the time the sounds of the boat approaching and then receding foghorns or splashing buoys, would have been drowned out by the boat motor.  Instead, separate recordings were made and mixed.
Initially the group avoided explicit expressions of aesthetic intent and authored compositions collectively.   They also began to use the recordings as resources for creative projects in their own electro-acoustic music compositions. 
A few of the early members continued work with the project for various lengths of time, among them Barry Truax who recalls that:

“Although the principal work of the WSP was to document and archive soundscapes, to describe and analyze them, and to promote increased public awareness of environmental sound through listening and critical thinking, a parallel stream of compositional activity also emerged that created, perhaps less intentionally, what I have called the genre of the "soundscape composition" (Truax, 1984).”

According to Truax, the purpose of early forms of soundscape composition invented by th group
 “is the presence of recognizable environmental sounds and contexts, the purpose being to invoke the listener's associations, memories, and imagination.”   

Participants also sought other new ways to heighten public awareness of sound as a dimension of the lived experience of community life with outdoor performances and sonic art installations.
For example in 1986 Hildegard Westekamp  was commissioned by the Canada Pavillon of Expo 1986 to create a work performed by tugboats in Vancouver harbour, “breaking down the concert hall barrier, and hence the division of music and the soundscape, the concertgoer and the general public” (Truax, 2007:7). 

The use of environmental sound enabled composers to work in ways that make listening  central—to quote Truax again:

 “Listening becomes active, unlike the conventional approach of “getting it on tape” where the recordist is merely the conduit for transferring the signal to a storage medium…
the real goal of the soundscape composition is the re-integration of the listener with the environment”.  

However, lengthy in-depth interviews with participants involved with the project suggest that the participants had a very different preoccupations.  Here is a brief video-clip from some of the interviews that gives a taste of the various points of view:
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As is apparent in even this short series of excerpts diverse dinterests in aesthetic, social, environmental, ethical and political dimensions work on the WSP  are apparent in the creators of the collection. There have also been changes over time. 
Many documents have been included in the recent digitization activities led by Truax in our current project.  However in interviews with other participants I discovered that the collection has been edited and material has been censored. For example, recordings made of conversations with homeless people and residents of a notorious section of Vancouver were not included due to ethical concerns about protection of privacy and the death of the recordist who made them. The selectively about what is in the archive is not just about what the curator decided to preserve but it extends to the actual decision-making about what to record in the first place.

The cross-Canada and European tours were avowedly partial therefore our team began a detailed analysis of the contents of the collection by examining the Vancouver Soundscape series which has been—we though somewhat more systematically planned—in part to assess the extent of coverage of the urban area in the first two series of recordings. Team members mapped locations and we analyzed the cultural communities represented.

Our research found that collection provides a very partial representation of environmental soundscapes of the past in the city of Vancouver. One of the members of our current research team—Megan Robertson—observed may be attributable to the manner in which the collection grew:

“Beginning their work as civic outsiders in a way, the recordists (repeat the choice of sites of recordings) originally made in the 1970s. As young men attending or recently graduated from university programs, the recordists themselves are not necessarily a representative group of Vancouver citizens, nor do they represent the ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity of the city. ..”  Instead they often made recordings in areas “where young, unattached men choose to reside when living in Vancouver.” …

The choices for soundscape recordings do not give us access to changing patterns of “immigration, displacement and (re)development that have shaped Vancouver….” over the past forty years.

Thus  our research on the meanings of the collection suggests that the collection may best be considered record of evolving ways of listening and recording  environmental sound rather than as an exhaustive representation of the history of environmental sounds. 
The values at work in decision-making processes about what constitutes an interesting sound worthy of preserving by recording it may ultimately be impossible to ascertain. 

In the analysis of the archives and interviews I have been inspired by Nathalie Heinich’s (2009) study of the work of experts involved with decisions about what to include in the official inventory of sites, monuments and objects designated as cultural heritage in France.
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HEINICH’S TYPOLOGY OF CRITERIA FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE DESIGNATION

Heinich observed a rapid expansion of initiatives devoted to the protection of cultural heritage, nationally and internationally during the twentieth century. The notion of what constitutes cultural heritage has been extended to include an increasing variety of both tangible and intangible forms of natural and ‘built’ things, sites and practices. She identifies various dimensions of the expansion of notions of cultural heritage: 

1. chronological (to include periods closer and closer to the present); 

2. topographic (moving from an primarily emphasis on urban areas to sites, objects and practices in a variety of geographic locations); 

3. categorical (moving beyond singular monuments or objects with aesthetic or political meaning to include more types of cultural heritage, such as objects that contribute to the commemoration of everyday life, folklore and so forth);

4. conceptual—with the inclusion of typical cultural forms as worthy of preservation, in place of an earlier emphasis on unique or exceptional forms of cultural heritage.

Heinich’s objective is not to explain why there has been what she terms an ‘inflation’ in cultural heritage preservation.  Her research focuses on how decisions are made about what to preserve.  
Heinich developed a detailed typology of the ‘criteria for patrimonialization’ identifies various groups of criteria
· Prescribed criteria are determined by the official directives. Heinich suggested two types

· Univocal prescribed criteria’ are unambiguous and have only one meaning. (For example ,questions related to this group of criteria include: Can a firm date be established?  Is it an original or a copy?)  
· A second type of prescribed criteria-- ambivalent prescribed criteria-- may be applied differently to various types of cultural heritage. (For example rarity may be either a positive or a negative feature depending on the rationale for consideration of the object or site. Is it being considered for inclusion in a cultural heritage register because it is typical or because it is unique or exceptional?) 
· latent criteria are another typ-- that includes evaluation criteria not explicitly specified in the officially sanctioned methods, including such considerations such as accessibility or vulnerability (i.e. in danger of disappearance or destruction unless protected).  
· Finally Heinich suggests there are criteria that are proscribed: these are criteria that engage with aesthetic judgments and taste.  From this perspective, things do not receive designation as worthy of preservation as cultural heritage because people find them beautiful.  Their meaning and recognition must be assessed using other rationales that can be justified according to ‘scientific norms”.
In our study we have had to collect information about the participants’ work retroactively through interviews and analysis of materials produced by the participants rather than through direct ethnographic observation of them in the field.  Nonetheless, Heinich’s typology of criteria resonate with our preliminary findings on the ways the participants in the WSP discuss their work and the meaning of the WSP.   We have used her typology to analyze values and track changes in them during the 40 plus years of the project.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
In closing let us return to some of my initial questions and the more general issue of  how to take the meaning of the collection and its potential in preserving documentary records of soundscapes of the past.
· What sounds does the collection contain? A very partial selection.
· What criteria had participants used to decide what sounds should be recorded and preserved?   This varied.
· What recording conventions, cognitive processes, and tacit knowledge informed the practical action of recordists and researchers who created the collection?  Some choices are documented, others may be censored, forgotten or impossible to reconstruct.
As Heinich found in her study of cultural heritage professionals – the criteria explicitly mentioned in the written documentation of the WSP and papers by the project leaders celebrate ‘scientific’ methods or social-scientific objectives rather than aesthetic or artistic values.  Yet aesthetic values are ever-present in the testimony of  the creators, particularly when discussing their assessments of what makes a ‘good’ recording. The interviews wth recordists differ from those of prominent people who have build careers based on their work with the project.  The latter suggest that the process of recording and documenting their experience of listening served to enhance affective and cognitive processes in their lives and work. 
Our efforts to understand the meaning of this collection in order to preserve make it clear that a range of spoken and unspoken values—prescribed and proscribed—have informed decisions about what to record and preserve. The interviews and our analysis of the materials suggest that the authoritative publications and pronoucements of project leaders mask both the diversity of motivations on the part of creators and the selectivity of the coverage of the collection.  

Even though the content is not as comprehensive in its coverage of diverse communities as one might hope from the perspective of memory scholars the collection does provide materials of interest for changing approaches to listening to environmental sounds. Both Truax and Westekampe—longtime members of the team and leaders in the initiative-- emphasize the importance of listening as a central feature of the meaning of the work for the WSP team.  From Truax’s viewpoint a soundscape is “simultaneously a physical environment and a way of perceiving that environment:  it is both a world and a culture constructed to make sense of that world” (Truax).
Increasingly I have come to understand that the central meaning of the collection resides in its ability to serve as an affordance, allowing listeners to share the experience of listening by accessing materials created by a very innovative community of acoustic communicators.  

The next challenge is to figure out how to navigate contemporary Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy legislation to be able to provide fuller access to larger publics.
�  The terms “time-based media”, “variable media” and “contingent objects” are used by conservators and curators to refer to a variety of types of works and practices such as digital media and electronic documents (based on software, hardware and internet protocols that rapidly become obsolete), works that use ephemeral materials as well as performance or interactive works and other creative practices for which a material object may not be the principal record of the creative act.
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