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Some Notes on Writing, Speaking, Reading, as Sound

Text: Yeung Yang
Curator of AROUND Sound Art Festival, and Founding Member of soundpocket

What I am writing about now is closely related to how I am writing
it: on a computer by tapping my fingers on the keyboard, the cursor
always half a beat early, half a beat late, in terms of the space or
letter I type.

Since the 1990s, theorists of what comes to be known as hypertext,
text that presents itself in virtual space (computer-mediated,
internet), have been proposing that what I am tapping (or typing) into
the word file now is no longer words as we have known them. They
are flickering signifiers - flickering, because light on the screen defines
what these are, and signifiers, because they retain the signifying
function of the written word — representations that give and produce
meanings of reality.

This question of whether the flickerer is still a written word was
preceded by the question of whether the written word itself is a word
as it displaced the oral way of transmitting knowledge. The difference
between orality and literacy is a topic that many books in the English-
speaking West have taken up since the 1960s.

Two of the authors who studied the subject are Eric A. Havelock’s The
Muse Learns to Write (1986) and Walter Ong’s Orality and Literacy,
the Technologizing of the Word (1982). They were both interested in one
core question: how did the change from orality to literacy in Western
societigs take place, and how did it affect human consciousness? For
them it was both a historical and cultural question that originated
from specific events that took place in Greek cultures of education,
and also a question that offered insight to our technological condition
today — a friend recently told me about a librarian who noticed that
people nowadays don’t read books, but graze them the way cattle
graze, flipping through the pages, picking up bits and pieces here and
there. Reading is changed forever by the way we browse the internet.
Ong gave a convincing account of the difference between the visual
system of writing and the oral system of sound as models of learning.

Sound allows us to register the interiority of things. We can imagine
how we rap a box to find whether it is hollow or solid inside, or we
can ring a coin to learn whether it is silver or lead. We cannot imagine
a violin filled with concrete because it won't sound like one, and we
experience our voice as coming from inside our bodies that provide
its resonances. While sound incorporates, sight separates, said Ong.
In addition, sight clarity is achieved at a distance, requiring a taking
apart. Sound is a unifying sense, for hearing is an act of gathering
sound from all directions at the same time.

I don’t think one should rush to argue for the priority of sound or
lament the degeneration of the human senses. My own writing
experience has benefited from my imagining how the written words
sound like — it guides me to how to start, when to pause, where to
stop. I find that a piece of writing is good when one or several words
manage to resonate in the reader’s mind, that they become physical,
consummating the reader’s body. Try it. Say a word you really like
aloud, softly, firmly.

AROUND Sound Art Festival Public Talk

'AROUND Sound Art Festival Public Talk are part of the monthly
Literary Event Series of The Bookshop. Please refer to The Bookshop
blog and future notices for upcoming programmes.

‘Website: www.soundpocket.org.hk

The Bookshop

Located at the ground floor of the Hong Kong Arts Centre early
January this year. The Bookshop carries a selection of books for
booklovers - performing arts, visual arts, photography, design,
architecture, illustration and comics, poetry, and children’s and
books on books - both English and Chinese. Occasionally you will
also find wonderful books from other countries. The Bookshop is
run by MCCM Creations, a local small press specialise in visual and
culture publications.

Blog: mecmbookshop.wordpress.com

Please refer to P.34 for AROUND Sound Art Festival Public Talk details.
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