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Introduction

In February 2003 internationally renowned Scottish percussionist Dame
Evelyn Glennie gave a landmark TED Talk. Using live musical demonstra-
tion, she described her signature technique of “touching the sound,” a
nuanced form of vibrational listening that engages the whole body as a “reso-
nating chamber” by which to sense, distribute, and digest the sounds while
simultaneously integrating visual cues, movement, and imagination. Swiftly
moving barefoot about her percussion kit, Glennie detailed for her live audi-
ence how and where she felt the different pitches and sounds resonating in her
body—the chest, the stomach, the tip of the pinkie finger. At one point she
invited audience members to explore their physical connection to sound by
using their hands to create the sounds and sensations associated with different
meteorological phenomena. “Now, I don’t mean just the sound; I mean
really listen to that thunder within yourselves. And please try to create that
through your clapping,” she instructed. Glennie’s TED appeal was a striking
one: sound is more than meets the ear; it is a multisensory experience.2

Earlier versions of this article were presented as guest lectures at the University of Texas
at Austin in April 2015 and at the annual meeting of the American Musicological Society,
Louisville, KY, in November 2015. I am sincerely grateful to the Journal’s anonymous readers
for their detailed and constructive feedback. I would also like to thank Anabel Maler, Charles
Carson, and my colleagues at McGill for their input at various stages of the article’s develop-
ment, and am deeply grateful to Christine Sun Kim for her insights and expertise. Finally, I am
indebted to Lloyd Whitesell and Jonathan Sterne for their dynamic mentorship at every stage of
this project’s evolution. The article is dedicated to my Uncle John, an expert listener.

1. Christine Sun Kim (@chrisunkim), Twitter post, June 28, 2015 (6:00 p.m.), accessed
August 13, 2015, https://twitter.com/chrisunkim/status/615324012768567296.

2. A video recording of Glennie’s TED Talk is available on the TED website with subtitles
and transcripts in thirty-two different languages and with built-in sharing mechanisms for social
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Through her performances and public outreach Glennie has established
herself in the popular consciousness as an expert listener. “My aim, really, is
to teach the world to listen. That’s my only real aim in life” and “my role on
this planet is to bring the power of sound,” she earnestly proclaims.3 Perhaps
unexpectedly, Glennie is also profoundly deaf, in the sense that she cannot
“hear” sound below ninety-one decibels. She thus challenges the “common
misconception that deaf people live in a world of silence” by virtue of her
renown as a professional musician.4 She has, however, long resisted self-
identifying as “deaf” or “disabled,” in an effort to dissociate from the politics
of deaf identity and the stereotypes disability begets, and ultimately to high-
light the critical merit of her musical achievements over the seeming novelty
of her deafness.5 Indeed, her reception typically espouses a romantic view of
deaf perception with headlines such as “How Do We Listen When We’re
Unable to Hear?” and “Evelyn Glennie Feels the Sound of Silence,” as on-
line viewers marvel at the “deaf lady who can hear more than you.”6 Too of-
ten the universalizing tone of her reception—one echoed in her TED Talk’s
definitive title “How to Truly Listen”—belies the intricacies of her labors
and the uniqueness of her circumstances. The result is an overgeneralized
view of music and deafness that resonates neither with the percussionist’s
claims nor with the experiences of other deaf listeners.

Evelyn Glennie is but one of countless expert listeners whom musicology
has yet to fully reckon with. Until recently, musicologists had little knowledge
of themusical experiences of d/Deaf people. Indeed, deafness has long served
as the universally accepted disqualifying impediment to musical engagement
and apprehension. Deafness is believed to be the menace that plagued our be-
loved Beethoven, and it endures as the ultimate symbol of his transcendent

media platforms: Evelyn Glennie, “How to Truly Listen,” TED video, 32:09, accessed April 14,
2016, https://www.ted.com/talks/evelyn_glennie_shows_how_to_listen?language=en. To
date the video has had nearly three and a half million views on Ted.com alone, while a version
of the talk posted to the TED Talks YouTube channel has had just over one million hits: Evelyn
Glennie, “How to Truly Listen,” YouTube video (TED Talks channel), 34:06, posted May 14,
2007, accessed April 14, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU3V6zNER4g.

3. Glennie, “How to Truly Listen” (TED video), and Glennie in Riedelsheimer, Touch the
Sound. In 2015 the percussionist announced her plans to open a listening center in order to re-
alize her mission “to teach the world to listen”: “Evelyn Glennie Biography,” Evelyn Glennie
website, last modified March 2015, accessed August 13, 2016, https://www.evelyn.co.uk
/biography/.

4. Evelyn Glennie, “Hearing Essay,” Evelyn Glennie website, last modified January 1,
2015, accessed May 24, 2016, https://www.evelyn.co.uk/hearing-essay/.

5. Ibid.
6. “How Do We Listen When We’re Unable to Hear?,” NPR website (TED Radio Hour),

June 5, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.npr.org/2015/06/05/411730683
/how-do-we-listen-when-we-re-unable-to-hear; “Evelyn Glennie Feels the Sound of Silence,”
audioBoom, accessed October 9, 2016, https://audioboom.com/boos/1524778-evelyn
-glennie-feels-the-sound-of-silence; Zarkoff45, comment on Glennie, “How to Truly Listen”
(YouTube video).
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musical genius.7 But the notion that deafness precludes musical understand-
ing is fundamentally a misconception, as music scholars Anabel Maler,
Jeannette Jones, and Joseph Straus have recently argued, one that relies on an
exclusively aural conception of sound and a disproportionately extreme im-
pression of hearing loss.8 This groundbreaking scholarship reminds us that
deaf people have long engaged with music through tactile, visual, and kines-
thetic stimuli as an alternative to normal hearing. More recently, as narratives
about the potential for inborn sensory acuities among the deaf proliferate in
the cultural imaginary, there has been a tendency to reduce deaf listening to
tactility and vibration; increasingly, deafness symbolizes a set of sensory polar-
ities that stand up neither to the findings of empirical neuroscience research
nor to the lived experiences of deafness. This article thus pushes beyond nat-
uralized conceptions of sound, extreme constructions of hearing loss, and
sensory ideals, drawing on first-person musical accounts frommembers of the
culturally Deaf community, hearing aid wearers and cochlear implant recipi-
ents, and musicians and concertgoers with music-induced hearing loss. Their
testimony amounts to a diverse record of musical experiences that fall squarely
within the full spectrum of listening. Music research presumes normal intact
hearing to be the bare minimum requirement for cultivating listening exper-
tise, yet d/Deaf listeners challenge the primacy of aurality relative to the other
senses, and ultimately reveal that hearing need not be a prerequisite for or the
basis of listening expertise. In fact, musicology stands to gain from deafness.

Experiences of deafness vary in relation to a set of shifting audiological and
cultural-linguistic parameters. Accordingly, throughout the article I adopt the
practice of using an uppercase “D” to refer to those Deaf people who identify
with the linguistic customs and minority standpoint of Deaf culture, a global
community united by its use of sign languages.9 By contrast, I use a lowercase
“d” to refer to those who are non-culturally deaf or hard of hearing; these
people typically communicate using phonetic language, often with the support
of a hearing aid or cochlear implant. The people-centered compound “d/Deaf”
is intended to signal the full spectrum of auditory and sociocultural con-
structions of deafness. These myriad conceptions and experiences of deaf-
ness shape d/Deaf attitudes toward music and musical experience.

7. See Straus, Extraordinary Measures, ch. 2 (“Musical Narratives of Disability Overcome:
Beethoven”). In his forthcoming book Beethoven Composing Deafly: A History and Memoir
musicologist Robin Wallace aims to demystify the Romantic construction of Beethoven’s
deafness by drawing critical attention to the many listening strategies the composer devised as
his hearing deteriorated.

8. See Straus’s discussion of “deaf hearing” in Extraordinary Measures, 167–70; see also
Wood, “OnDeafness”; Maler, “Songs for Hands”; Maler, “Musical Expression”; Jones, “Imag-
ined Hearing”; and Friedner and Helmreich, “Sound Studies.”

9. Deaf studies scholar Rebecca Edwards writes of the motivations for capitalizing “Deaf”
under the cultural model of deafness: “For hearing people, the term ‘deaf’ speaks of the body
and its failings; it does not invoke a vibrant, subaltern culture with a language, community, and
history of its own”: Edwards, Words Made Flesh, 1.
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Scholars in Deaf studies have recently coined the term “Deaf Gain” to
counter the negative connotations of the term “hearing loss”—that is, to
supplant a construction of deafness rooted in biological deficit with one
rooted in biocultural diversity, and ultimately to draw attention to the
unique cultural, sensory, and creative gains that deafness and Deaf culture
afford. Deaf Gain, write H-Dirksen L. Bauman and Joseph J. Murray, is an
“ethical advance” bestowing “a greater appreciation of the deep value of hu-
man diversity rather than human monoculture. Freeing ourselves from the
shackles of normalcy, we are now more able to see how Deaf Gain can
change the ways in which we appreciate the gifts of all humans.”10 This par-
adigmatic shift in thinking about deafness as gain is of vital importance to
musicology: d/Deaf listeners resist straightforward sensory hierarchies, re-
ject normalizing listening paradigms, enrich our understanding of music’s
ontological contours, and transform prevailing notions of musical expertise.

One initial gain that permeates this article is methodological. Musicology
is increasingly engaged with online source material, and this article draws
new critical attention to the value of digital media in d/Deaf communities,
demonstrating how we might use insights gleaned from online sources to
augment critical understandings of music and deafness. I draw extensively
on first-person testimony found in various public online venues, including
the well-known Alldeaf discussion forum, celebrated d/Deaf blogs such as
Deaf World as Eye See It and TERPATRON 9000, and mainstream plat-
forms such as YouTube and Twitter. The perspectives contained therein are
heterogeneous, candid, emboldened, and unencumbered by the set of inter-
view prompts typical of more traditional ethnographic fieldwork. As disabili-
ty studies scholar Beth Haller argues, the Internet provides disabled people
with new platforms of self-representation as users take to blogs, discussion
boards, and social media to share their unique perspectives in their own
words and on their own terms, supplanting dominant narratives and ulti-
mately reshaping the public discourse on disability.11

A Primer on Deafness and Disability

Before we return to Glennie and embark upon a full account of d/Deaf
musical experiences, an introduction to key concepts in Deaf studies and

10. Bauman and Murray, Deaf Gain, xxxii.
11. Haller, Representing Disability, ch. 1 (“The Changing Landscape of Disability News:

Blogging and Social Media lead to More Diverse Sources of Information”). Haller also cautions
against viewing cyberspace as a “barrier-free utopia” for people with disabilities (20). Paul T.
Jaeger writes further that “the Internet is inherently unfriendly to many different kinds of dis-
abilities. These barriers to access and usage vary by type and extent of disability”: Jaeger,Disabil-
ity and the Internet, 2. For instance, many online platforms and web-based technologies that
might empower d/Deaf people and wheelchair users remain inaccessible for those who are neu-
rodivergent or visually impaired.
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disability studies is needed in order to contextualize this new area of musico-
logical research. There is no typical experience of deafness, and deaf people
do not form a single, homogeneous social group. Rather, d/Deaf people re-
late to “deafness” in vastly different ways: deafness entails a combination of
individual audiological characteristics, linguistic preferences, identity politics,
and in some cases technological constraints—what amount to an idiosyn-
cratic set of variables that shape musical experiences in profound ways.

The sensory contours of deafness vary considerably both within and
between d/Deaf individuals. “Hearing loss” exists on an audiological spec-
trum ranging from mild to profound; its type/cause, configuration, magni-
tude (degree), and age of onset varies from person to person.12 Hearing loss
magnitude is expressed in decibels (dB)—the absolute unit for describing
the intensity of sound (loudness)—relative to average hearing sensitivity
thresholds (“normal hearing”), which range from zero to twenty decibels,
depending on the sound frequency (pitch) measured in hertz (Hz). “Pro-
found deafness” is thus the standard term for denoting a hearing loss thresh-
old of ninety-one decibels and above; profoundly deaf people generally
cannot hear sounds below this volume. Profound deafness is considered the
most extreme form of hearing loss and is contrasted with “mild” hearing
loss, the threshold for which ranges from twenty-six to forty decibels.13 At
any degree, hearing loss can differ between right and left ears, and hearing
thresholds vary according to frequency: some people have greater sensitivity
at low frequencies, others at high frequencies. Thus, d/Deaf people sel-
dom live in a world of absolute aural silence. Many d/Deaf people, in-
cluding those who are profoundly deaf, have residual hearing, which
amounts to measurable, natural hearing enabling them to hear a certain
degree of auditory stimuli. The significance and function of residual
hearing is, however, necessarily individual. Vision, touch, and kinesthetic
stimuli figure prominently in d/Deaf sensory experiences, and are in-
formed by a host of materially and socially bound parameters including
specific linguistic preferences, identity politics, technological constraints,
and environmental dynamics. And d/Deaf people harness their sensory
abilities in both conscious and intuitive ways that often defy straightfor-
ward explanation.

In North America historical tensions between oralist and manualist deaf
pedagogies fostered two sharply divided approaches to deaf language use
and identity, a pedagogical “war” that began in the mid- to late nineteenth

12. See “Type, Degree, and Configuration of Hearing Loss,” American Speech-Language-
Hearing Association website, Audiology Information Series, accessed April 12, 2016, http://
www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/AIS-Hearing-Loss-Types-Degree-Configuration.pdf.

13. See Valente, Fernandez, and Monroe, Audiology Answers, 21. See also “The Audio-
gram,” American Speech-Language-Hearing Association website, accessed August 29, 2016,
http://www.asha.org/public/hearing/Audiogram/.
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century and persisted until the late twentieth century.14 Manualism is the
practice of educating the deaf using sign language; it was integral to the gen-
esis of Deaf culture in the West and has been central to its survival. Oralism,
by contrast, is a method that teaches the exclusive use of speech and lip read-
ing, an ideology that rose to prominence in America in the 1860s, coincid-
ing with the height of the eugenics movement and all but superseding
manualism.15 Proponents of oralism, most notably Alexander Graham Bell,
sought to eradicate a then emerging subaltern deaf culture by suppressing
sign language use with the aim of assimilating the deaf into hearing cul-
ture.16 As American Deaf historian Rebecca Edwards explains, oralist peda-
gogy dominated until the 1970s because of its social appeal: “the power of
speech would free deaf people from the supposedly narrow constraints of
the Deaf community.”17 In order to promote the exclusive use of the spo-
ken vernacular, oralist educators punished unruly deaf students who signed,
often resorting to violent tactics. Deaf signers understandably saw the oralist
mission as nothing less than “an assault on their way of life.”18 (In Britain
the history of deaf pedagogy has been even more strongly oriented toward
oralism than in the United States since the inception of British oralist schools
in the eighteenth century.)19

In light of these fraught historical circumstances, contemporary Deaf
cultural movements in the West center first and foremost on a rejection of
oralism: members of Deaf culture communicate primarily in sign language
and subscribe to a unique set of identity politics.20 American Sign Language
(ASL) is used throughout the United States and in anglophone Canada.

14. See Edwards, Words Made Flesh, 2; Lang, “Perspectives”; Baynton, Forbidden Signs;
and Lane, When the Mind Hears. Debates surrounding oralism and manualism were similar
across the United States and Canada.

15. Oralist and manualist pedagogies originated in late eighteenth-century Germany and
France respectively, and “the fate of these methods in the 19th century reflected the ongoing
battles between these two European powers”: Monaghan, “World’s Eye View,” 1.

16. Bell believed that oralism would thwart the proliferation of sign language and deaf-deaf
marriage, a stance that culminated in his eugenicist manifesto; see Bell, Memoir.

17. Edwards, Words Made Flesh, 2. For most of the twentieth century, sign languages were
widely regarded by linguists and anthropologists as primitive and pantomimic. It was not until
the belated validation of American Sign Language as a fully formed natural human language in
1960 and subsequent scientific discoveries relating to the similar acquisition and cognitive proc-
essing of signed and spoken languages in the 1970s that attitudes toward manualism began to
improve. See Calton, “What We Learned.”

18. Edwards, Words Made Flesh, 2.
19. See Lane, When the Mind Hears, 100. By comparison, manualism enjoyed relative

prominence in France, where high-ranking clerics and public officials argued for the value of a
distinctly French deaf community and sign language as an extension of French national identity.
Even as oralism gained institutional support in the nineteenth century, efforts to restore the
“French method” (i.e., manualism) were ultimately successful. See Henry, introduction to Forg-
ing Deaf Education, xv–xxxvii, and Monaghan, “World’s Eye View,” 1–9.

20. See Bauman, “Introduction,” 1.
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Because the establishment of manualism in America is owed to French
influence, ASL evolved through “language contact”: it combines the parent
French Sign Language (“Langue des signes française,” or LSF) with preex-
isting local American signing systems.21 Quebec Sign Language, known in
French as “Langue des signes québécoise” (LSQ), is used in francophone
communities across Quebec, Ontario, and New Brunswick, and originated
from the contact of ASL and LSF in French-speaking Canada throughout
the nineteenth century.22 (That ASL and British Sign Language (BSL) differ
considerably underscores how little correspondence there is between sign
language and the spoken vernacular—in this case, English; sign languages
have grammatical structures that are distinct from phonetic languages.)23

From the standpoint of Deaf culture, deafness is not a disability; rather, to
be “Deaf” is to belong to a cultural-linguistic minority, a “visual variety of
the human race.”24 By contrast, non-culturally deaf people usually commu-
nicate using oral speech and lip reading, often with the support of a hearing
aid or cochlear implant.

In contrast to their Deaf counterparts, non-culturally deaf people may
seek to “pass” as hearing by adapting to the norms of the hearing world; this
often requires that they compensate for the limits of their assistive technolo-
gies by undertaking an intricate set of invisible labors—maintaining clear
sight lines for lip reading, eye contact, body language, and so on—as they
strive for discretion in their social interactions. (As hearing aid and cochlear
implant design becomes increasingly inconspicuous, social discretion be-
comes even more viable for deaf users.)25 An emerging group of deaf co-
chlear implant recipients see themselves as cyborgs at the vanguard of
post-humanism, a movement that media theorist Mara Mills dubs “deaf
futurism.”26 People with mild to moderate hearing loss often prefer the
neutral designation “hard of hearing” to the more pathologizing term
“hearing-impaired” as a way of distinguishing themselves from those who

21. See Armstrong, Show of Hands, 34–35.
22. See Parisot et al., “Quebec Sign Language,” 702–3.
23. See David M. Perlmutter, “What Is Sign Language?,” Linguistic Society of America

website, accessed August 21, 2016, http://www.linguisticsociety.org/sites/default/files
/Sign_Language.pdf.

24. Bahan, “Upon the Formation,” 83. Bahan’s assertion plays on the title of Alexander
Graham Bell’s abovementioned manifesto, Memoir upon the Formation of a Deaf Variety of the
Human Race. For a list of terms pertaining to d/Deaf identity, language, and education, see
Ladd, Understanding Deaf Culture, xvii–xxii, and “The Hearing Loss Lexicon,” Canadian
Hard of Hearing Association website, accessed April 12, 2016, http://www.chha.ca/chha
/publications-lexicon.php.

25. Inconspicuous design is achieved both through the persistent miniaturization of hearing
aid and cochlear implant technologies and through the integration of fashion into medical engi-
neering, rendering them more like music earbuds, mobile earpieces, and headphones. See Pullin,
Design Meets Disability, 23–28.

26. Mills, “Do Signals Have Politics?,” 320–46.
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are profoundly deaf and of dissociating from Deaf culture. Yet d/Deaf
identification does not readily correspond to degree of hearing loss, but is
rather reflective of sociocultural outlook.27 Just as contemporary Deaf cul-
ture encompasses all types and degrees of hearing loss, there is no consensus
on the precise audiological parameters for the designations “deaf,” “hard of
hearing,” and “hearing-impaired,” and they are often used interchange-
ably.28 Moreover, the formerly hard and fast correspondence between deaf
language use and identity is beginning to evolve: an increasing number of deaf
people sign and speak, opting for cultural-linguistic fluidity over the antago-
nism of generations past.29 But for many in theDeaf community language use
remains inextricably bound to identity, where “voicing” is an act that affirms
oralist ideals, thereby violating the core values of Deaf culture.30

To complicate matters, Deaf culture has a complex relationship with dis-
ability identity. The pathologizing construction of deafness that Deaf culture
opposes is reflective of the biological determinism inmedical discourse on dis-
ability more generally (i.e., the medical model of disability) that disability
studies has long sought to counter. Accordingly, the cultural model of deaf-
ness is not unlike the social model of disability advanced by disability studies:
disability is not a biologically inherent defect but rather a form of difference
determined through social and environmental mechanisms, and indeed schol-
ars and activists affirmatively claim disability as a valuable minority identity.31

However, in its persistent and explicit rhetorical disavowal of disability—i.e.,
deafness is not a disability—the cultural model of deafness reinscribes the stig-
ma associated with disability and its inferiority relative to other positions of
marginality.32 At the same time, many Deaf people depend on the legal

27. For a sociocultural discussion of the category “hard of hearing,” see Stenross, Missed
Connections, and “Deaf or Hard of Hearing,” DO-IT (University of Washington) website, last
modified 2016, accessed April 12, 2016, http://www.washington.edu/doit/deaf-or-hard
-hearing.

28. Membership in Deaf culture also extends to sign language interpreters and to the chil-
dren of Deaf adults, who often use the acronym “CODA.” “Very often this acceptance [in Deaf
culture] is strongly linked to competence in a signed language”: “Deaf Culture,” World Feder-
ation of the Deaf website, accessed July 27, 2016, https://wfdeaf.org/our-work/focus-areas
/deaf-culture. See also Woll and Ladd, “Deaf Communities.”

29. The last fifty years have witnessed an increase in “sign bilingualism” in deaf schools in
the West, where students are taught sign linguistics alongside the spoken vernacular. This has
led to new conceptions of d/Deaf identity and orientations toward Deaf culture. See Marschark,
Tang, and Knoors, Bilingualism.

30. In Deaf culture, “voicing” risks perpetuating the legacy of oralism and reinscribing the
metaphysical associations between voice and subjecthood; see Padden and Humphries, Deaf in
America; Brueggemann, Lend Me Your Ear; and Rée, I See a Voice.

31. See Siebers, Disability Theory, 4. See also Mollow, “Identity Politics.”
32. Douglas C. Baynton explains that the Deaf rejection of disability is “mainly intended as

a refutation of the demeaning focus on deafness as defect”: Baynton, “Beyond Culture,” 307.
Lennard J. Davis states that “Many Deaf people have said, ‘I’m not disabled like a crippled per-
son or a mentally retarded person.’ But the problem with that refutation is that it uses ableist
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protection conferred through such institutions as the Americans with
Disabilities Act (and its international counterparts) for workplace accom-
modation, communications supports, and medical services, despite their
insistence that the Deaf experience does not correspond to disability. Incon-
sistencies exist on both sides of the Deaf/disability divide, however. Although
the social model of disability embraces a non-pathologizing view of deafness,
the “disability rights movements and disability studies have been slow to rec-
ognize the ways in which hearing and speaking confer privilege” and the role
of spoken languages in disability oppression more generally, as Susan Burch
and Alison Kafer explain.33

Music, more than any other art form, reifies the intersections between
deafness and disability by virtue of the aural: the inescapably sonic founda-
tion of music in conjunction with the enduring misconception that deafness
entails total aural loss positions deafness as music’s ultimate disability. But it
is not that the acoustical properties of music are intrinsically prohibitive for
d/Deaf listeners. Rather, it is the value ascribed to aurality and its primacy
in music discourse relative to the other senses that obscures and invalidates
d/Deaf musical experiences. Aurality is but a naturalized mainstay of music;
it by no means accounts for all musical experiences.

Yet as popular culture begins to entertain the prospect of deaf musicality,
there is a tendency to overstate the sensory extremes of deafness. For
instance, popular science reporting frequently reduces d/Deaf listening to
vibration alone, succumbing to an overgeneralized, polarizing construction
of deaf perception. Countless sensationalist headlines make inflated claims
about the extent and ubiquity of inborn sensory adaptations among the deaf,
often relying on oversimplified aural analogs: “Super Powers for the Blind
and Deaf,” “Deaf People Hear Touch?,” “Brains of Deaf People Rewire to
‘Hear’ Music,” “Feel the Music: Deaf People Use ‘Mind’s Ear’ to Process
Vibrations,” “Deaf People ‘Develop Super-Vision to Compensate,’” and

concepts. It implies that each Deaf person would be diminished if they considered themselves
disabled”: Davis, “Postdeafness,” 323. Tobin Siebers notes that many other forms of identity
politics and civil rights movements disavow disability in their claims to subjecthood: “disability
is the trope by which the assumed inferiority of these other minority identities achieved expres-
sion. . . . Disability is the master trope of human disqualification, not because disability theory is
superior to race, class, or sex/gender theory, but because all oppressive systems function by re-
ducing human variation to deviancy and inferiority defined on the mental and physical plane”:
Siebers,Disability Aesthetics, 24, 27. Indeed, this same phenomenon plays out in critical theory,
as Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell observe: “as feminist, race, and sexuality studies sought to
unmoor their identities from debilitating physical and cognitive associations, they inevitably po-
sitioned disability as the ‘real’ limitation from which they must escape”: Mitchell and Snyder,
Narrative Prosthesis, 2. For a critical discussion of the relationship between deafness and disabil-
ity, see Lane, “Do Deaf People,” 277–92; Baynton, “Beyond Culture,” 293–313; and Burch
and Kafer, Deaf and Disability Studies.

33. Burch and Kafer, Deaf and Disability Studies, xvii.
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“Deaf People ‘Feel Touch’ with Hearing Part of Brain.”34 Similarly, the
many multisensory intricacies of Glennie’s practice receive limited attention
in the mainstream portrayals of her listening in which vibration/touch en-
joys pride of place, as evinced by seductive headlines such as “Evelyn Glen-
nie Feels the Sound of Silence”35 and by the titles of her autobiography
Good Vibrations (1990) and the critically acclaimed documentary Touch the
Sound: A Sound Journey with Evelyn Glennie (2004). Increasingly, deafness
symbolizes an alluring set of material polarities: the expectation is that deaf
people experience music as total aural silence and pure tactile sensation. As
the material limits of deafness assume new symbolic currency, “structures of
power are funneled into sound ideals,” to borrow Nina Eidsheim’s words.36

In actuality, “cross-modal plasticity,” the neural phenomenon to which
the headlines above most often refer, has been found to be consistently evi-
dent only in instances of prelingual deafness—that is, deafness present before
infant language acquisition. In these cases the auditory cortex assumes sen-
sory processing tasks associated with other modalities, leading to “supranor-
mal” performance of discrete visual and tactile functions. Thus, rather than
cross-modal plasticity resulting in a “generalized overall improvement” to
the intact sensory modalities, as popular science would have it, “only specific
features of the replacement modality are affected.”37 The suggestion that

34. Mary Bates, “Super Powers for the Blind and Deaf,” Scientific American, September
18, 2012, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/superpowers
-for-the-blind-and-deaf/; “Deaf People Hear Touch?,” YouTube video (SourceFed channel),
2:12, posted July 12, 2012, accessed October 3, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch
?v=Q6sXPuvIJeA; Walter Neary, “Brains of Deaf People Rewire to ‘Hear’ Music,” UWToday,
University of Washington website, November 27, 2001, accessed April 16, 2016, http://
www.washington.edu/news/2001/11/27/brains-of-deaf-people-rewire-to-hear-music/; Eri-
ca Klarreich, “Feel the Music: Deaf People Use ‘Mind’s Ear’ to Process Vibrations,” Nature,
November 27, 2001, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.nature.com/news/2001
/011127/full/news011129-10.html; “Deaf People ‘Develop Super-Vision to Compensate,’”
Mail Online, October 11, 2010, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.dailymail.co.uk
/health/article-1319480/Deaf-people-develop-super-vision-compensate.html; Jeanna Bryner,
“Deaf People ‘Feel Touch’ with Hearing Part of Brain,” Live Science, July 10, 2012, accessed
April 16, 2016, http://www.livescience.com/21509-deaf-people-brain-touch.html. Headlines
are usually written by headline writers rather than authors or reporters, and are often deliberate-
ly made more sensational than the body of the report in order to generate immediate interest.
They nevertheless have a notable cultural impact. Moreover, the brain and music are two topics
that scientists recognize as being of especially intense public interest and are thus susceptible to
this sensationalism. See “Mythical Brain”; Anna North, “The Dangers of ‘Brain’-Speak,” New
York Times, June 5, 2014, accessed May 21, 2016, http://op-talk.blogs.nytimes.com/2014
/06/05/the-dangers-of-brain-speak/?_r=0; Mehr, “Miscommunication of Science”; Moore,
“Bad Science”; Ransohoff and Ransohoff, “Sensationalism in the Media”; and Broks, Under-
standing Popular Science.

35. See note 6 above.
36. Eidsheim, Sensing Sound, 144.
37. Meredith et al., “Crossmodal Reorganization,” 8856. Scientists make clear that, as in

the case of visual acuity, “enhanced tactile sensitivity in the deaf probably reflects both neural
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deaf people compensate for hearing loss through extraordinary sensory
“super powers” epitomizes the related “overcoming [disability] narrative”
and the “supercrip” trope: it perpetuates the idea that deafness can and should
be overcome through personal triumph and remarkable compensation in an-
other area, transferring the burden of stigma from society to the disabled in-
dividual.38 In particular, the deaf supercrip masquerades as a more charitable
conception of deafness by shifting the focus from sensory deficit and stigma
to sensory gain and inborn talent, undermining the real social obstacles that
d/Deaf people face.39 Neuroscientist Christina Karns has observed that the
frequent portrayal of cross-modal plasticity as a “superhuman” ability “makes
supergood fiction, but it would never work in real life.”40

Deaf people have long known that they perceive the world in unique
ways, experiences that arguably elude scientific explanation. For instance,
that deafness bestows heightened visual and tactile acuities is a notion central
to the premise of Deaf Gain; but these acuities are, above all, nurtured
through cultural practice.41 As Carol Padden and Tom Humphries write,
“Deaf people’s practices of ‘seeing’ are not necessarily natural or logical, in
the sense that they have a heightened visual sense, but their ways of ‘seeing’
follow from a long history of interacting with the world in certain ways––in
cultural ways.”42 And the same is true of touch, as Deaf studies scholar Donna
Jo Napoli suggests in a recent essay.43 It is interesting to note that concep-
tions of “touch” in Deaf culture surpass straightforward attention to vibra-
tion. Sign language engages the whole of the somatosensory system, and
Deaf social interactions are unique for their emphasis on touch: shoulder tap-
ping is commonly used to get another person’s attention and to initiate a face-
to-face interaction; signers establish physical proximity with one another and
use mutual touch to maintain connection while conversing; and touching is
used to signal one’s intention to take a turn in a signed conversation.44 In
both popular science and music research the perpetual association of deafness
with disability—as the physical condition of total aural loss and a set of sensory
superpowers made possible by that loss—eclipses what are otherwise manifold

plasticity and increased attention directed to the stimuli”: Levänen and Hamdorf, “Feeling
Vibrations,” 75.

38. As argued, for example, in Linton, “Reassigning Meaning,” 165: “The idea that some-
one can overcome a disability has not been generated within the community; it is a wish fulfill-
ment generated from the outside.”

39. For a discussion of the “supercrip” trope, see Clogston, “Disability Coverage,” 45–48.
40. Quoted in Tanya Lewis, “Do Deaf People Really Have Superhuman Vision?,” Live Sci-

ence, November 26, 2013, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.livescience.com/41521-deaf
-people-superhuman-senses.html.

41. See Bahan, “Upon the Formation.”
42. Padden and Humphries, Inside Deaf Culture, 2.
43. Napoli, “Magic Touch.”
44. In Deaf culture, “touching is a way of ‘being in touch,’” notes Blaine Goss; “It is

expected that you will touch and be touched”: Goss, “Hearing from Deaf Culture,” 11.

Music and Deafness 181



physical, linguistic, and cultural expressions of deafness. In its recourse to
these oversimplified sensory hierarchies, Evelyn Glennie’s reception arguably
furthers these conceptual barriers.

“The Deaf Percussionist Who Listens with Her Whole Body”45

Glennie is above all a skilled professional musician with an impressive career
spanning several decades. She has performed with numerous symphony or-
chestras, commissioned hundreds of new works for solo percussion, and re-
ceived several accolades, including three Grammys and two appointments
to the Order of the British Empire, as Officer (OBE, 1993) and as Dame
Commander (DBE, 2007).46 Her recordings span classical and contempo-
rary genres, and her love of improvisation has led to several memorable
musical collaborations, most notably with Icelandic electronic vocalist Björk
in 1996–97 and with experimental guitarist Fred Frith in 2007.47

Glennie has long maintained that her deafness is irrelevant to her perfor-
mance—“something that bothers other people far more than it bothers
me”—and that its appeal detracts from her musical achievements.48 Straus
claims that particularly when a musician’s disability is visible or public, as in
Glennie’s case, the performance of music and the performance of disability
are intertwined: disability, as a stigmatized form of bodily difference, “en-
gulfs” the musician’s performance and reception.49 Furthermore, Blake
Howe asserts that “the cultural scripts associated with both performances
shape each other, so that it becomes difficult or even impossible to disentan-
gle them: culturally marked, disability informs the music performance, while
music performance in turn informs the disability.”50 In music, deafness is
particularly susceptible to this treatment, since it otherwise symbolizes mu-
sic’s veritable absence. In this sense Glennie is the seeming embodiment of

45. Robert Everett-Green, “Dame Evelyn Glennie, the Deaf Percussionist Who Listens
with Her Whole Body,” Globe and Mail, March 1, 2011, accessed April 14, 2016, http://
www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/music/dame-evelyn-glennie-the-deaf-percussionist-who
-listens-with-her-whole-body/article568725/.

46. “Evelyn Glennie Biography.”
47. See Björk and Glennie’s “My Spine,” from Björk, Telegram, Mother Records

MUMCD9605, 1996, compact disc; Björk and Glennie’s “Oxygen,” from Evelyn Glennie,Her
Greatest Hits, RCA Victor Red Seal US, RCA Victor 74321-47629-2, 1997, compact disc; and
Glennie and Frith’s Sugar Factory, Tzadik Records US, TZ 7623, 2007, compact disc.

48. Glennie, “Hearing Essay.”
49. As a result, Straus argues, the “dual task” of the disabled musician is “to perform music

and to perform disability”: Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 126. Disability studies scholar
Rosemarie Garland Thomson writes that, in stereotypical representations of disability, characters
are “engulfed by a single stigmatic trait”: Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 11

50. Howe, “Disabling Music Performance,” 191.
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the platitude that music is a universal language, and indeed her example has
been instrumentalized in this very way.51 Our “propensity to music,” argues
the late neurologist Oliver Sacks in his wildly popular Musicophilia: Tales of
Music and the Brain (2007), is an innate sensibility encoded in the human
genome.52 As evidence of music’s genetic preeminence Sacks highlights in-
stances of ostensibly surprising musical competence in the face of disability,
disease, and neurological injury, establishing continuity with his previous
representations of disability. In his earlier An Anthropologist on Mars
(1989) he writes, “Defects, disorders, diseases . . . can play a paradoxical
role, by bringing out latent powers, developments, evolutions, forms of life,
that might never be seen, or even be imaginable, in their absence.”53

According to this dubious logic, deafness uniquely reflects the extremes of
music’s genetic primacy. Sacks hypothesizes, “Even profoundly deaf people
may have innate musicality. Deaf people often love music and are very
responsive to rhythm, which they feel as vibration, not as sound. The ac-
claimed percussionist Evelyn Glennie has been profoundly deaf since the age
of twelve.”54 Similarly, in their book on the psychology of music Andreas
Lehmann, John Sloboda, and Robert Woody speculate, “If music is a uni-
versal capacity of the human brain, it is important to ask whether anything
could ever go wrong with a brain to render it incapable of dealing with mu-
sic. We know from some astonishing life histories (e.g., the percussionist
Evelyn Glennie) that even profound deafness does not automatically exclude
high levels of musical achievement.”55

This discourse reinforces the usual antithetical terms of music and deaf-
ness to further the universality of its hypothesis: “even profoundly deaf peo-
ple,” “even profound deafness.” That these writers infer exclusively from
Glennie’s example with an emphasis on “acclaim” and “high levels of musi-
cal achievement” is telling: the percussionist has involuntarily set a daunting
precedent. She here serves as a nonpareil symbol of music’s universality in a
manner akin to the more general appropriation of disabled narratives and
images for inspirational fodder in popular culture, or what disability activists
call “inspiration porn.”56 Ultimately, Glennie’s reception and portrayals of

51. There exist countless books celebrating the universality of music. The accounts by
Oliver Sacks and Daniel Levitin are among the most popular attempts to demystify the common
neuroscience and psychology of music, while Katherine Marie Higgins’s wide-ranging philo-
sophical investigation into the plausibility of music as a “universal language” is equally widely
read; see Sacks, Musicophilia; Levitin, This Is Your Brain; and Higgins, Music between Us.

52. Sacks, Musicophilia, x.
53. Sacks, Anthropologist on Mars, xii.
54. Sacks, Musicophilia, 95n3.
55. Lehmann, Sloboda, and Woody, Psychology for Musicians, 30.
56. The late Australian disability activist Stella Young first coined the term “inspiration

porn” in a series of blog posts and a 2012 TED Talk. The term has since been adopted by dis-
ability studies scholars and is especially popular among activists online. See Stella Young, “We’re
Not Here for Your Inspiration,” Ramp Up: Disability, Discussion, Debate (blog), July 2, 2012,
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deafness in popular science are bound by a common narrative thread: the
expectation that deaf people compensate for hearing loss in extraordinary
ways. This expectation reveals more about the stigma associated with disabil-
ity, perennial fantasies about music’s universality, and the mythical status of
the brain and the senses than it does about the percussionist’s musicianship.

Not surprisingly, the universalizing tone of Glennie’s popular reception
engenders mistrust in the minds of certain audience members. In particular,
some d/Deaf people find Glennie’s assertions about listening through touch
unrealistic, if not alienating. One user on the popular Alldeaf online discus-
sion forum sums up his impressions: “not exactly a simple declaration re the
DEAF and music. Not every DEAF person can ‘feel’ music like a select few
eg Evelyn Glennie.”57 He continues, “I have tested the theory of being able
to ‘feel music by puttingmy hand on a loud speaker playingmusic’—vibrations
only! I don’t identify as music.”58 Some in the Deaf community even question
whether Glennie is deaf, citing her improbable professional musical success and
lack of communication supports (e.g., auditory assistive technology, live inter-
preter) as evidence. In a review of Glennie’s performance with the Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra for the disability arts festival DaDaFest in 2012,
one British Sign Language user and member of the UK Deaf community
clarified for his Deaf viewers, “There are those in the Deaf Community in
the UK querying if Evelyn is really Deaf because she plays music. Perhaps
they have never met her, but I saw in my own eyes that she needed com-
munication support to fully understand the questions asked by the mem-
bers of the audience.”59

Regrettably, the fact that Glennie often passes as hearing is a source of
controversy among certain hearing listeners who mistakenly evaluate her
spoken voice as a reflection of her degree of hearing loss. Just as journalists
marvel at her impeccable speech and flawless lip reading skills, the comments

accessed July 9, 2016, http://www.abc.net.au/rampup/articles/2012/07/02/3537035.htm;
and Stella Young, “I’m Not Your Inspiration, Thank You Very Much,” transcript of TED Talk
filmed in April 2014, posted June 2014, accessed July 9, 2016, https://www.ted.com/talks
/stella_young_i_m_not_your_inspiration_thank_you_very_much/transcript?language=en. As the
culmination of her public outreach, Glennie’s TED Talk and its reception arguably perpetuate
this same inspirational rhetoric, as TED Talks are known to do, something Young addressed iron-
ically in her own 2014 TED Talk. Cultural critic Martin Robbins notes that TED’s signature pre-
sentation formula is “designed to make people feel good about themselves; to flatter them and
make them feel clever and knowledgeable; to give them the impression that they’re part of an
elite group making the world a better place”: Martin Robbins, “The Trouble with TED Talks,”
NewStatesman, September 10, 2012, accessed August 2, 2016, http://www.newstatesman
.com/martin-robbins/2012/09/trouble-ted-talks.

57. Drphil, May 13, 2012, comment on “What Role Does Music Play in Your Life?,” All-
deaf forum, May 11, 2012, accessed April 14, 2016, http://www.alldeaf.com/threads/what
-role-does-music-play-in-your-life.100971/.

58. Ibid.
59. “Evelyn Glennie Review,” YouTube video (DaDaFest channel), 10:06, posted August

22, 2012, accessed May 24, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=50XVdx9rMfg.
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sections of some of her YouTube videos feature accusations that “she seems
to overcompensate with her enunciation,” or alternatively that “she articu-
lates too well for a deaf person” and even “plays up her hearing disability for
publicity.”60 Responding to an online thread inquiring whether the combi-
nation of “deafness and perfect speech” such as Glennie’s is truly possible,
audiologist Jeffrey Sirianni clarifies that, while the percussionist is definitely
not a fraud (as some on the thread had suggested), deaf people in the spot-
light “tend to be the exception rather than the rule.” He continues, “I have
a problem with the public display of such exceptional cases. IMHO [in my
humble opinion], they give parents of hearing-impaired children a false
hope.”61 These reactions relate to a paradoxical set of anxieties concerning
disability, stigma, and passing more generally: while visibly disabled people
are denigrated for their failure to conform to the inconstant physical
terms of “normalcy,” invisibly disabled people are often regarded with an air
of suspicion for their failure to manifest their disabilities in clear physical
terms.62 Indeed, the policing of Glennie’s voice in relation to her hearing
loss is fundamentally misguided. Even in this new era of deaf education, deaf
voices are subject to ongoing scrutiny: speech language pathology favors
oral communication (over sign language) and seeks to equip deaf patients
with fluid, articulate speech.63 And although there are certain char-
acteristic, highly stigmatized markers of “deaf speech,” such as poor-
ly modulated speech and volume control, these are ultimately unreliable

60. Respectively, Jay Flippen, Carbon Ghetto Queen, and Cryer24597, comments on
Glennie, “How to Truly Listen” (YouTube video). Journalist Victoria Mary Clarke similarly
reflects on her interview with Glennie: “as we sit down to speak, I notice that there is nothing
noticeably unusual about the way we are communicating. I am not speaking loudly, there is not
an interpreter. She doesn’t have any speech impediment. WE are having a perfectly normal con-
versation”: Victoria Mary Clarke, “Dame Evelyn Glennie Interview,” Victoria Mary Clarke—
Journalism (blog), July 27, 2012, accessed April 14, 2016, https://vmcjournalism.wordpress
.com/2012/07/27/dame-evelyn-glennie-interview/.

61. Jeffrey Sirianni audioman at HCTC.NET, “Audiologists—Is Deafness and Perfect
Speech Possible? (Evelyn Glennie on 60 mins.),” Indiana University Bio-Archive, BIOSCI/
Bionet News forum, November 26, 1996, accessed April 14, 2016, http://www.bio.net
/mm/audiology/1996-November/002317.html.

62. In an attempt to legitimize their struggle/identity in the eyes of their able-bodied skep-
tics, invisibly disabled people will sometimes “masquerade” their disabilities through physical
exaggeration. Disability studies scholar Tobin Siebers writes of the consequences: “whence the
desire that people with disabilities sometimes experience to overcome their invisibility and its at-
tendant violence by exhibiting their impairments, and the paradoxical consequence that they be-
come even more invisible and vulnerable as a result”: Siebers, Disability Theory, 103. See also
Brune and Wilson, Disability and Passing.

63. A recent signed video with English subtitles made by students at Gallaudet University
(an all-deaf university in the United States) addresses the evolving relationship between speech
language pathologists (SLPs) and the Deaf community as tensions begin to ease: Damien Spill-
ane, “Misconceptions: Speech-Language Pathology,” YouTube video, 11:35, posted October
29, 2013, accessed August 3, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HRdzrr2oKwo.
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markers of deafness.64 In fact, inasmuch as it affords discretion, mastery
of oral speech can provoke further scrutiny, despite the expectation that
deaf people should aspire to this able-bodied ideal. This suspicion is no-
tably acute in the absence of a hearing aid or cochlear implant or a set of
characteristic physical markers, as Glennie’s reception evinces.65

The percussionist’s relationship to deafness is ultimately more complex
than her reception allows. In particular, her renown as a deaf musician sur-
passes her interests in deafness and d/Deaf people. While she embraces a
non-pathologizing view of hearing loss, she does not self-identify as “deaf,”
preferring the term “deafened.” She has on occasion espoused an unsympa-
thetic, even antagonistic view of Deaf culture, one that is arguably reflective
of the predominance of oralism in her native Great Britain and its influence
on prevailing conceptions of deafness.66 She frequently describes her rela-
tionship to deafness through a narrative of resilience and overcoming:
“When I lost my hearing I chose to adapt and integrate myself into a main-
stream school. Frommy perspective the choice was either to be pigeonholed
as disabled or to find a way [to] open up a new career as the world’s first full
time solo percussionist.”67 In the face of increasing media attention, her oft-
quoted “Hearing Essay” (1993) intervenes in her public narrative “to set the
record straight and allow people to enjoy the experience of being enter-
tained by an ever evolving musician rather than some freak or miracle of na-
ture.”68 She elaborates on her misgivings: “I don’t know very much about
deafness. What’s more, I’m not particularly interested. . . . In this essay I
have tried to explain something which I find very difficult to explain. Even

64. For a discussion of the stigma and stereotypes surrounding deaf speech, see Charlie Swin-
bourne, “Deaf Voices Are Natural, So Why Are They Still Mocked?,” Guardian, November 11,
2012, accessed May 26, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/nov/11
/deaf-voices-mocked.

65. Self-identifying deaf scholar Alexa Schriempf writes, “I am not believed when I self-
identify as deaf, perhaps because I am articulate. . . . [W]hat about those (inarticulate) bodies
that have articulate voices, like mine? How are we heard when we claim to have or be something
that is inconsistent with the kinds of bodies that are traditionally taken to be articulate? How can
I continue to be a deaf subject in the face of a material voice that belies my truth?”: Schriempf,
“Hearing Deafness,” 170.

66. In her undated “Disability Essay,” written prior to 2007, Glennie writes of “the great
danger” of “‘impaired communities’”: “Teaching a deaf child to communicate only through
sign language not only gives them the ability to communicate but it also re-enforces the differ-
ence between themselves and the vast majority of ‘normal’ people who don’t sign. Essentially
it’s replacing an unusual physical handicap with an extremely common mental handicap.” This
essay was previously available on the percussionist’s website (https://www.evelyn.co.uk, ac-
cessed November 2013) but has since been removed, while her more neutral “Hearing Essay”
remains. Straus has quoted the former essay at length in his monograph on disability and music:
Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 145–49.

67. Evelyn Glennie, “What Makes Us Human?,” Evelyn Glennie website, last modified
January 1, 2015, accessed April 18, 2016, https://www.evelyn.co.uk/what-makes-us-human/.

68. Glennie, “Hearing Essay.”
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so, no one really understands how I do what I do. Please enjoy the music
and forget the rest.”69 Glennie has long warned that those inspired by her
achievements might have false hope. In an interview of 1994 she described
having abandoned previous musical outreach with deaf children because
parents often “expected miracles . . . they felt that if I could play an instru-
ment, all deaf people should be able to play an instrument, and this is a fact.
And of course, it can’t happen.”70 In Parade magazine she clarified her
self-concept: “I don’t see myself as a deaf person. . . . Rather, I’m a hearing
person who happened to lose her hearing. It occurred gradually, so I was
able to adjust to each level. I couldn’t make myself into a deaf person and
say, ‘Oh, I can’t do this’ and ‘I can’t do that.’”71 Her insinuation that iden-
tifying as “deaf” signals a defeatist mentality is bound to anger some, though
in recent years her attitude toward Deaf culture has softened as she has be-
gun to learn sign language. In 2008 she noted, “I’ve only now thought
about what sign language really means, what it is, and what I feel it can bring
to my particular situation.”72 This news was applauded by the UK Deaf
Community, as spokesperson for the Scottish Council on Deafness Nicola
Noon explained: “People felt she had shunned the deaf community, but she
will be congratulated for this.”73 Nevertheless, her most recent press mate-
rials omit mention of “deafness,” “deaf,” and “disability,” focusing instead
on her status as a pioneering percussionist: she is neither a willing nor an
altogether welcome ambassador for the d/Deaf. But she ultimately offers
a complex picture of deaf identity, one that exposes the tensions between
audiological and cultural constructions of deafness, and the uneasy partner-
ship of deafness and disability.

Moreover, the universalizing aspirations of her mainstream reception
belie what is in actuality a distinctive set of listening techniques. Glennie had
an exceptional musical education by comparison with most d/Deaf children.
Because she was already an accomplished young musician with perfect pitch
when her hearing began to diminish at age eight, she had a strong musical
frame of reference on which she could draw. She switched from piano to
percussion in an effort to retain her existing musical skills, since the instru-
ments’ low registral qualities and notably tactile dimensions offered consider-
able opportunities for cultivating new sensory awareness. Under the tutelage

69. Ibid.
70. Quoted in Bruce Duffie, “Percussionist Evelyn Glennie: A Conversation with Bruce

Duffie,” interview originally recorded for WNIB, February 21, 1994, transcript posted to the
Bruce Duffie website September 2008, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.bruceduffie
.com/glennie.html.

71. Quoted in Gail Buchalter, “I Hear the Notes in My Head,” Parade Magazine, February
13, 1994, 8.

72. Quoted in Mark MacAskill, “Evelyn Glennie’s Positive Sign to the Deaf Community,”
Sunday Times, July 13, 2008, 3.

73. Ibid.
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of her percussion instructor, Ron Forbes, Glennie began experimenting:
playing barefoot and removing her then newly acquired hearing aids allowed
her to more readily sense the vibrations in different parts of her body, forgoing
dependence on her ears.74

To be sure, touch is chief among the senses in Glennie’s listening par-
adigm. She famously writes that

Hearing is basically a specialized form of touch. Sound is simply vibrating air
which the ear picks up and converts to electrical signals, which are then inter-
preted by the brain. The sense of hearing is not the only sense that can do this,
touch can do this too. If you are standing by the road and a large truck goes
by, do you hear or feel the vibration? The answer is both. With very low fre-
quency vibration the ear starts becoming inefficient and the rest of the body’s
sense of touch starts to take over. For some reason we tend to make a distinc-
tion between hearing a sound and feeling a vibration, in reality they are the
same thing. . . . Deafness does not mean that you can’t hear, only that there
is something wrong with the ears. Even someone who is totally deaf can still
hear/feel sounds.75

But for Glennie touch is feasible because of its contextual dependence on
the other senses. For instance, she initially had difficulty in tuning the timpa-
ni, but eventually came to associate incremental changes in the tautness of
the drumhead with individual pitches, and also used her perfect pitch to as-
certain the desired note. She explains, “the fact that I can hear the precise
pitch of a note in my head and place it exactly in relation to other notes has
been a tremendous advantage.”76 Vision also figures prominently in
Glennie’s listening process: “We can also see items move and vibrate. If I see
a drum head or cymbal vibrate or even see the leaves of a tree moving in the
wind then subconsciously my brain creates a corresponding sound.”77

Through the synchronization of visual cues with corresponding imagined
sounds, the image and its movement thus serve as an index of sorts; the vi-
sual cue automatically triggers the “sound.” Finally, even as a profoundly
deaf person Glennie still has a certain degree of residual hearing that, she
explains, contributes to her perception of sound, a fact that is seldom ac-
knowledged in public accounts of her deafness.78

Thus in Glennie’s model “touch” also encompasses vision, movement,
imagination, and sometimes even hearing, a multisensory endeavor that
Straus dubs “deaf hearing”: “hearing as seeing, hearing as feeling, hearing as

74. With respect to her decision to abandon her hearing aids she writes, “to my delight, not
only was I no longer distracted by unidentifiable noise, I began to understand how to compen-
sate for being deaf,” a comment that aligns with her overarching self-concept as a nondisabled
person: Glennie, Good Vibrations, 44.

75. Glennie, “Hearing Essay.”
76. Glennie, Good Vibrations, 45.
77. Glennie, “Hearing Essay.”
78. Ibid.
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movement, hearing as silent, out-of-time contemplation—deaf hearing
provides an alternative to normal hearing.”79 In fact, musicians and scholars
have long sought to interrogate the primacy of the aural, drawing critical at-
tention to the inescapable materiality of sound and the dynamic role of the
senses therein in ways that resonate with Glennie’s approach. For instance,
sound studies scholar Steven Connor argues that in general “the senses com-
municate with each other in cooperations and conjugations that are com-
plex, irregular, and multilateral,” what he terms “intersensoriality.”80 Like
Glennie, he furthermore contends that hearing is touching: the skin—the
primary mechanism of touch—envelops hearing and the other senses. And
touch lingers in music: physical postures are imprinted in instruments, and
sounds impress upon us as we imagine the physical coactivation of body
and instrument: “we take [music] into us, hear it in the mode of producing
it, in an instrumental coenesthesia.”81 Similarly, the late experimental com-
poser Pauline Oliveros begs listeners to tune into their somatic experiences
of sound as part of a larger exercise in cultivating mindfulness through listen-
ing, a meditative practice she calls “Deep Listening.” In one of her Sonic
Meditations she instructs the performer to “Take a walk at night. Walk so
silently that the bottoms of your feet become ears,” instructions that recall
Glennie’s frequent remarks about the body’s capacity to be a resonating
chamber.82 And in an effort to break with “music’s naturalized corner-
stones” and a priori definitions, particularly “the figure of sound” and the
tendency to reduce “the thick event of music to a singular sensory mode,
aurality,” Eidsheim posits listening (and singing) as “vibrational practice.”83

But for Eidsheim, as for Oliveros and Glennie, sensing sound is not limited
to vibration: vibration is rather a conceptual vehicle for understanding music
as the transfer of energy across time, space, and bodies, and for the relational
and affective dynamics of musical experience. Lest the allure of vibration
impose a set of normalizing theoretical constraints, Michele Friedner and
Stefan Helmreich caution against idealizing vibration as a common sensory
experience, explaining that “vibration is rather always already itself a kind
of mediation. It may produce shared experience, but it does not therefore

79. Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 170. For Straus’s full discussion of “deaf hearing,” see
ibid., 167–70. “Deaf hearing” figures as one of several modes belonging to Straus’s larger cate-
gory of “disablist hearing,” which he explains encompasses “the ways that people whose bodily,
psychological, or cognitive abilities are different from the prevailing norm might make sense of
music”: ibid., 150.

80. Connor, “Edison’s Teeth,” 156.
81. Ibid., 161.
82. Oliveros, Sonic Meditations (no. 5, “Native”); “Our Mission Statement,” Evelyn Glen-

nie website, accessed August 3, 2016, https://www.evelyn.co.uk/mission-statement/. See also
Mockus, Sounding Out; Dyson, Sounding New Media; Trower, Senses of Vibration; Enns and
Trower, Vibratory Modernism; Ceraso, “(Re)Educating the Senses”; and Eidsheim, Sensing
Sound.

83. Eidsheim, Sensing Sound, 8, 2, 4.
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produce identical experience; even within ‘one’ individual, sense ratios and
relations may shift and mix synesthetically. Phenomenologies of vibration
are not singular.”84

Finally, much like Oliveros’s Deep Listening philosophy, Glennie’s para-
digm is rooted in a conception of “listening” that surpasses sensory per-
ception: its conceptual utility extends to social interactions and affective
encounters, facilitating what Glennie calls “social cohesion.” As she claims to
“teach the world to listen,” the percussionist stresses that “listening is about
more than just hearing; it is about engaging, empowering, inspiring and
creating bonds. True listening is a holistic act.”85 Should her altruism strike
as patronizing, her emphasis is not on conforming to a set of normalizing
material sensibilities, but rather on cultivating an openness to alternatives.

Ultimately, Glennie’s discourse is as polarizing as it is instructive. It en-
capsulates the conceptual challenges that arise when deafness enters the
realm of music: deep-seated misconceptions regarding its sensory extremes
in relation to the prestige of aurality on the one hand and the increasing ro-
mance associated with vibration on the other, as well as a set of universaliz-
ing narratives that threaten to constrain its expression. By pushing beyond
the romance of her mainstream appeal we begin to understand that
Glennie’s musicianship is by no means universal: she harnesses a set of idio-
syncratic multisensory listening techniques that she has consciously devel-
oped over the course of several decades. “Touch” engages a network of
coordinated sensory labors, and “listening” is not simply a physical act but
an affective endeavor. Glennie’s expertise combines existing sensory acuities
such as perfect pitch, automatic compensations such as inferring sounds
from an object’s visible movement, and deliberate adaptations such as
sensing pitch through differentiated touch. After many years of dedicated
practice these categories give way to intuition, forming a process that is “very
difficult to explain,” as Glennie herself affirms.

Listening beyond Sensory Ideals

My investigation extends to three groups of listeners: members of Deaf cul-
ture, non-culturally deaf listeners (particularly users of auditory assistive
technologies), and an emerging group of musicians and concertgoers with
music-induced hearing loss. At first blush these listeners could not be more
different, both in terms of how they identify with deafness and disability and
in the ways they understand and experience music. Their experiences present
certain striking commonalities, however, which often correspond to existing
albeit customarily undervalued dimensions of music itself (rather than to

84. Friedner and Helmreich, “Sound Studies,” 77.
85. “Our Mission Statement.”
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some typical experience of deafness). In particular, vision assumes new
musical power in these accounts as it relates to the sense of touch; as a natu-
ralized listening strategy inherent in the practice of score reading; or in the
way visual-spatial cues and notated symbols figure as musical expression in
the absence of aural and tactile stimuli. These three groups of listeners also
highlight that musical experience is necessarily physically mediated, whether
through technologies or across human bodies. Above all they provide fur-
ther insight into what it means (and what it will mean) to truly listen beyond
the limits of hearing, as “normal hearing” becomes an increasingly unstable
audiological and social category.

There are a variety of attitudes toward music in Deaf culture, due in part
to the lack of consensus among Deaf people as to how music relates to Deaf
identity. Anabel Maler’s work reveals that music figured prominently in
nineteenth-century American deaf pedagogy, both in the United States and
in parts of Canada. Initially, oralist educators used music as a tool for assimi-
lating deaf students into hearing culture, but in the second half of the
century they became increasingly suspicious that deaf music making was
mechanical and morally corrupt, turning as a result toward technologies that
could facilitate more “normal” ways of musical engagement among their
students.86 Indeed, Jonathan Sterne and Mara Mills have detailed the trou-
bling if pivotal role played by deaf people in the development of modern
sound reproduction technologies.87 Music was equally contentious among
manualist educators, who wanted to use it to nurture non-aural means of
listening among deaf students but were understandably anxious about the
cultural links between music making and passing.88

Despite the fraught legacy of music in American d/Deaf history, there is a
long-standing tradition of music making within the American Deaf commu-
nity (and in other Deaf communities throughout the West) centered on the
practice of song signing. In American Deaf culture, song signing is a form of
musico-poetic expression that originates in the community’s storytelling tra-
ditions; in Deaf storytelling and poetry, storytellers arrange signs aesthetically
to follow a sort of “rhythmical cadence.”89 By extension, in signed rendi-
tions of musical songs the signer will supply ASL (or another sign language)
alongside a recorded or live musical performance to communicate lyrics and
musical features such as tempo, rhythm, and register, as Maler demonstrates
in her analyses.90 The recent proliferation of signed performances of popular

86. Maler, “Music and the Deaf Experience.”
87. Sterne, Audible Past; Mills, “Do Signals Have Politics?”; Mills, “Hearing Aids,” 24–45.
88. See Maler, “Music and the Deaf Experience.”
89. Bahan, “Face-to-Face Tradition,” 21. Bahan describes Deaf storytelling in musical

terms: “The teller deploys linguistic units by controlling various paralinguistic elements, includ-
ing the rhythm, tempo, and pause mechanisms of the story,”what amounts to “the aesthetic use
of language” (27).

90. Maler, “Songs for Hands” and “Musical Expression.”

Music and Deafness 191



songs on YouTube by both d/Deaf and hearing signers has contributed to
the genre’s popularity within the international Deaf community. Televised
singing competitions such as the 2015 Eurovision finals have featured live
song signing, thrusting what was once an obscure cultural practice into the
international limelight.91 In the hands of native signers, in particular, song
signing performances exceed mere translation where the visual-spatial con-
tours of ASL shed new light on the musical and poetic dimensions of the
song, transgressing the conventional structural demarcation of verse and
chorus.92 Sign language rappers such as Sean Forbes and Signmark, all-deaf
bands such as Beethoven’s Nightmare, and other musicians belonging to
D-PAN (Deaf Professional Arts Network) also enjoy widespread popularity
within the Deaf community. Jeannette Jones shows that these musicians im-
bue their performances with Deaf activism through the artful integration of
sign language andmusic, promoting a distinct culturally Deaf mode of listen-
ing in which vibration, visual cues, and imagined hearing coalesce—what
Jones terms “hearing Deafly.”93 She explains further that ASL distinguishes
between hearing and visual modes of listening by placing the same Bent-3
handshape alongside the ears and eyes respectively (see Figure 1).94 Indeed,
rapper Sean Forbes writes, “When I sign rap music, I try to follow the beat
with my body. . . . I try to paint a picture with my hands. You really have to
see me to get me.”95

Song signing and visual cues are an important musical device at Deaf
raves, clubbing events organized by and for Deaf people at which music is
played at notoriously high volumes.96 Musical tracks are typically selected
for the prominence of their bass lines, while lighting is designed to showcase
onstage performances by song signers, comics, and dancers, and also to

91. See David Crouch, “Sweden Falls in Love with the Man who Signs for Eurovision
Heats,” Guardian, March 16, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com
/tv-and-radio/2015/mar/16/sweden-falls-in-love-with-the-man-who-signs-for-eurovision
-heats; Bethany Bell, “Eurovision Song Contest Will Be Signed for the First Time,” BBC News,
May 20, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-3281
2385; and Geraldine Cooper, “Eurovision Sign Language Interpreter’s Fantastic Electro Velvet
Dance Routine,” Telegraph, May 25, 2015, accessed May 20, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co
.uk/culture/tvandradio/eurovision/11628136/Eurovision-sign-language-interpreters-fantastic
-Electro-Velvet-dance-routine.html.

92. See Maler, “Songs for Hands.”
93. Jones, “Imagined Hearing,” 54.
94. Ibid., 67.
95. Quoted in Alex Stone, “Deaf Rapper Sean Forbes Makes Himself Joyfully Heard on the

Hip-hop Scene,” Washington Post, January 25, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, https://www
.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/music/deaf-rapper-sean-forbes-makes-himself-joyfully
-heard-on-the-hip-hop-scene/2015/01/25/15943fdc-a0f4-11e4-9f89-561284a573f8_story
.html.

96. The Deaf rave scene began as a series of charity events hosted at several prominent ven-
ues in the London club district in the early 2000s and has since flourished into an international
cultural movement, with events featuring Deaf DJs, song signers, and dancers; see Deaf Rave
website, accessed April 29, 2016, http://www.deafrave.com.
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ensure that dancers can communicate on the dance floor in sign language.
Deaf clubber Ashton Phillip explains furthermore that “it would be hard
for deaf people to have a good time without lighting.”97 Deaf DJ Troi
“Chinaman” Lee echoes these sentiments: “We express visually and we love
feeling the vibrations and vibes of the people.”98 Similarly, the psychedelic jam
band the Grateful Dead has a long tradition of accommodating the unique lis-
tening preferences of their devoted d/Deaf fans—a special class of Deadheads
called “Deafheads”—through live song signing in the famous live concert
space known as the Deaf Zone. This is an area several meters from the stage
where balloons, cups, streamers, and other handheld props are connected to
speakers with strings so that Deafheads can engage with vibrational feedback.
“Clear sight lines” are also established to highlight live song signing and sign
language interpretation, to present close-up footage of the band to facilitate
proper lip reading of song lyrics, and to allow for signing between listeners.99

Even in non-Deaf musical settings where song signing is not part of the per-
formance tradition, sign language offers Deaf concertgoers a communicative
advantage over their hearing counterparts. For instance, the long-standing
tendency in metal and electronic subcultures toward “deafening volumes” at
live shows in combination with a notable shift toward infrasound—that is, low
frequency sounds below the threshold of human hearing perceived largely
through vibration—has attracted an emerging class of self-identifying “Deaf”
metalheads.100 Just as vibrotactile, “heady” listening is a defining element of

Figure 1 Jeannette Jones makes the Bent-3 handshape, then uses it to sign LISTEN-EARS,
then to sign LISTEN-EYES. Photographs by Jeannette Jones. Used by permission.

97. Quoted in “What Does a Deaf Rave Sound Like?,” BBC News, April 13, 2004, ac-
cessed April 20, 2016, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/3621529.stm. See
also Elizabeth Renzetti, “At This Rave, Deaf Is Def,” Globe and Mail, January 6, 2007, last
modified March 13, 2009, accessed April 20, 2016, http://www.theglobeandmail.com
/arts/at-this-rave-deaf-is-def/article17989037/.

98. Quoted in “Deaf Rave Held for Liverpool International Music Festival,” BBC News,
August 23, 2013, accessed April 20, 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-mersey
side-23815103.

99. See John Jurgensen, “Signing Off: ‘Deafheads’ Marked Their Own Milestone at Dead
Shows,” Wall Street Journal, July 10, 2015, D9.

100. See HessianHunter, “‘Who’s Handicapped Now, Mother****ers!?’—Meet Shawn
Vriezen, Deaf Metalhead,” The Toilet OV Hell (blog), December 3, 2014, accessed August 4,
2016, http://www.toiletovhell.com/whos-handicapped-now-motherfckers/. See also John
Wray, “Heady Metal,” New York Times Magazine, May 28, 2006, accessed August 4, 2016,
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these live performances, and indeed part of the subculture’s ritual, it can make
spoken communication ineffective, and near impossible. Deaf metalhead Sean
Vriezen elaborates:

I have to admit that I enjoy being able to speak freely during a show in such a
way that I don’t interrupt what I’m listening to. If someone were to talk with
me with their voice during a show I would be annoyed that they were trying to
talk over the music. Using sign language to communicate allows me to take in
everything at the same time; I am able to talk about the music or the band
without taking away from the show. . . .

. . . [S]igning is great at distances, with loud background noise, concerts,
clubs, through windows, underwater. . . .

. . . When the ambient noise is as loud as it is, the inability to communicate
aurally renders us all “deaf” anyhow.101

Vriezen highlights the potential for music to be disabling among hearing
listeners, particularly in those frequent and prolonged moments when it
effectively drowns out phonetic speech: hearing loss, in that sense, is a rela-
tive condition, just as disability is socially and environmentally bound. Under
these circumstances visual cues and Deaf linguistic codes transcend the sen-
sory limitations that immersive sound otherwise imposes. At “earsplitting”
volumes, Deaf listeners are at a considerable advantage.

In choreographed dancing, vision is typically a more reliable and consis-
tent modality than touch: vibrational feedback is variable and inconsistent
when there is significant movement involved. Directors of the legendary
Dance Company at the all-deaf Gallaudet University note that even with a
state-of-the-art heavy bass sound system, movement and acoustical proper-
ties naturally obstruct the perception of musical vibrations: “Many people
have the misconception that deaf people ‘hear’ by feeling vibrations through
the floor. How is this possible, especially if a person is moving and jumping
so that they do not keep in continuous contact with the floor? What if the
floor is not wood, but solid concrete?”102 Gallaudet Company dancers rely
primarily on sign counts in order to ascertain rhythmic patterns and master
individual dance steps, using residual hearing and underfoot vibrations to a
lesser degree.103 Deaf Dancing with the Stars sensation Nyle DiMarco notes
that when it comes to dancing he experiences music by watching his dance
partner Peta Murgatroyd: “I’m actually very visual. . . . Peta brings out the

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/28/magazine/28artmetal.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.
George McKay has written more generally about the persistent romanticization of hearing
loss in heavy metal and rock cultures in his recent monograph on popular music and disabil-
ity: McKay, Shakin’ All Over, 137–49.

101. Quoted in HessianHunter, “‘Who’s Handicapped Now, Mother****ers!?’”
102. “Dance Techniques for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Dancers,” Gallaudet University

website, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.gallaudet.edu/act/gallaudet-dance-company/
techniques.html.

103. See ibid.
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performance. She’s a performer. I feel like I can see the music and can see how
the character of the music actually flows. For me, that’s music to my eyes.”104

For DiMarco, like the Gallaudet Company dancers, vibration is a less practical
and potentially unsettling option: “One time Peta tried to turn the music up
loud enough for me to feel it, but when I felt it and we tried to dance to it, it
threw the whole routine off. . . . I’m used to not being able to hear, so for me
it was contradictory to my world.”105 More generally, Deaf sound artist
Christine Sun Kim explains that amplified vibrational feedback, while a seem-
ingly useful device for d/Deaf listeners, can be physically and emotionally dis-
orienting. Her visual art piece Feedback Aftermath (2012) was inspired by
what she suspects was the post-traumatic stress disorder she incurred after
prolonged exposure to loud audio feedback in the studio, a “disconcerting”
experience that caused her extreme unease. “Most hearing people don’t ex-
perience that. You have warning signals. If your ears hurt, you leave the room,
you stop, you step away,” she explains. “I don’t have those signals, so I
went past all warnings and experienced feedback to the full degree.”106

In Kim’s performance art, visual-spatial cues alone can constitute mu-
sic. Indeed, as Glennie teaches the world to listen, Kim is deliberately “un-
learning sound etiquette”—the seldom acknowledged social conventions
governing our human production of and interaction with sound, hearing
norms Kim painstakingly learned and internalized over time. She elaborates:
“I know exactly how to behave in certain situations, such as being super qui-
et when someone’s asleep in the house, or how you’re expected to laugh
aloud at stand-up comedy shows. . . . I’m trying to unlearn what I’ve been
taught by others and trying to find my own definition of both sound and
silence.”107 As Kim unlearns sound etiquette she reveals that listening is

104. Quoted in Melissa Locker, “Nyle DiMarco Is a Frontrunner on Dancing with the
Stars—Even Though He Can’t Hear the Music,” Time, April 25, 2016, accessed April 29,
2016, http://time.com/4301926/dancing-with-the-stars-nyle-dimarco/.

105. Ibid. For some d/Deaf people, dancing is not necessarily about listening to music.
The Gallaudet Dance Company directors write, “it is important to note that the Gallaudet
Dance Company remains ‘in time’ with or without the music”: “Dance Techniques.” Simi-
larly, a dance teacher at Northern Secondary School in Toronto notes that deafness chal-
lenges “automatic entry points into dance” when students are motivated primarily by a
passion for dance and not necessarily by an interest in music: Tiffany Caprarella quoted
in Nick Westoll, “Toronto School Breaking Down Barriers to Dance,” Toronto Star, January
25, 2015, accessed April 20, 2016, http://www.thestar.com/yourtoronto/education
/2015/01/25/toronto-school-breaking-down-barriers-to-dance.html.

106. Quoted in Karen Eng, “Playing with Sound in Silence: Fellows Friday with Christine
Sun Kim,” TEDBlog, March 29, 2013, accessed May 21, 2016, http://blog.ted.com/playing
-with-sound-in-silence-fellows-friday-with-christine-sun-kim/.

107. Quoted in Vida Weisblum, “How We Listen Determines What We Hear: Christine
Sun Kim on Her Recent Sound Works, Working with Blood Orange,” ARTnews, September
28, 2015, accessed October 9, 2016, http://www.artnews.com/2015/09/28/how-we
-listen-determines-what-we-hear-christine-kim-on-her-recent-sound-works-teaming-with-blood
-orange/.
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always a multisensory endeavor, though sound is not a prerequisite for
music. Music can be an exclusively visual-spatial experience. For instance,
her Face Opera II (2013) features a chorus of Deaf performers who “sing”
using a series of coordinated silent ASL facial expressions.108 Kim observes
that, in the absence of sonic cues, facial expressions play a defining musical
role in operatic singing, a fact that an exclusive focus on music as sound
overlooks.109

As an extension of her interest in the visual aspects of music making,
Kim’s artworks interrogate the primacy of the score, creatively exploring the
discrepancies between the material dimensions of music and the visual terms
of its representation, as in a recent series of whimsical one-page hand-drawn
scores. Without staff, clef, key signature, time signature, or bar lines,Muffled
Club Music (2016) comprises three successive slurred groups of single quar-
ter notes more or less equally spaced; it includes movement between low and
mid-range quarter notes, and several sudden registral leaps (see Figure 2).
Kim tweeted that the score reminded her of the way closed-captioned de-
scriptions of music in films are oftentimes lazily executed, hence the score’s
programmatic title. As a nondescript television caption, “muffled club mu-
sic” either assumes that “hearing-impaired” viewers have little conception of
music, or takes for granted that they have a general sense of what this type of
music might sound like. But in Kim’s score the written cue “muffled” has
physical implications for the sound’s origin, establishing a distance between
the listener and the dance floor that musical notation alone fails to convey.
“Muffled” is all the more significant because of its relation to stereotypical im-
pressions of hearing loss—the idea that for deaf people sound is at best muf-
fled, muted, stifled, and so forth. The percussive quality of Kim’s score, its
steady pulse, and the rise and fall of the (bass) line are reflective of the rhyth-
mic quality of electronic dance music; the slurs arguablymuffle what is an oth-
erwise detached series of pitched beats. Crucially, the music is muffled not by
virtue of Kim’s deafness, but because of her physical distance from the music’s
source. Thus she notes that, as a set of visual symbols, musical notation ulti-
mately belies the sonic contours of music, and that written language poses a
similar problemwhen it comes to relaying the visual-spatial dimensions of sign
language: “It’s impossible to entirely capture a [musical] note on paper,
which is very much like ASL. [Music and ASL] both have muchmore in com-
mon than you might think.”110

108. See Holmes, “Singing beyond Hearing.”
109. See ibid.
110. Quoted in Alice Hughes, “Unlearning Sound: Christine Sun Kim,” Rooms Magazine,

August 14, 2014, accessed August 13, 2016, http://www.carrollfletcher.com/usr/library
/documents/christine-sun-kim-press/alice-hughes-unlearning-sound-christine-sun-kim-rooms
-magazine-14-august-2014.pdf.
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In her hand-drawn pieceHow to Measure Loudness (2014) Kim harnesses
the inherent limits of dynamic markings to turn “hearing loss” on its head
(see Figure 3). The transcript reads as a personalized decibel chart with
accompanying example sounds, but to signal degrees of loudness Kim sub-
stitutes the usual unit of measurement (dBs) with a recognizable musical
symbol, “f.” Among the many written cues are “fffffffff hot sweaty con-
cert,” “fff subway announcement,” “f silence into speech,” and “mf sleep,”
a comical take on the vague example sounds supplied in more conventional
decibel charts. If “dB” is the sign for an absolute unit used to measure the
intensity of sound in objective terms, “f ” is merely a general visual musical
cue denoting loudness; it does not correspond to an objective measure.
Dynamics and incremental changes in dynamics—for example, the transition
frommf to f—are relative, arbitrary, and known primarily through subjective
frames of reference: in music, dynamics are specific to the player, her instru-
ment, and the dynamic trajectory of a given score. By extension, Kim signals
that we gauge loudness through intimate physical sensations and states, so-
cial interactions, and the sounds of technologies and environments.111

Figure 2 Christine Sun Kim,Muffled Club Music (2016). Photograph by Christine Sun Kim.
Used by permission.

111. See Christine Sun Kim, “Upside Down Noon,” Christine Sun Kim website, ac-
cessed December 15, 2016, http://www.christinesunkim.com; “Christine Sun Kim:
Works,” MoMA website, Artists, last modified 2013, accessed August 13, 2016, http://
www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2013/soundings/artists/5/works/.
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Ultimately her examples reverse the usual terms of hearing loss from deficit to
gain. That “95 decibels and above”—the transcript’s only decibel reference—
corresponds to eleven “f ”s, an absurdly loud dynamic marking, is of vital im-
portance given that profoundly deaf people are believed not to hear anything
below ninety decibels. By equating the lower threshold of her hearing with the
upper limits of loudness measured in “f ”s, Kim signals just how profound her
conception of sound truly is. Finally, the prominence of the voice (i.e., “voice
box”) in the transcript calls attention to the status of voice in Deaf culture. The
apogee of the transcript reads, “voice lost in oblivion,” alluding perhaps to
the literal silencing effects of loud sound as the spoken voice is rendered inau-
dible, echoing Vriezen’s observations. But the example also signals the preem-
inence of the spoken voice in symbolic constructions of subjecthood and
audist ideology, an overwhelming clamor that threatens to drown out and si-
lence those who do not speak in normative terms.112 Kim’s message is power-
fully amplified through the transcript’s overt conical shape, an unmistakable
visual reference to certain cultural tokens of aural power: the contours of
a gramophone horn, a loudspeaker, the shape of the human ear.

Figure 3 Christine Sun Kim, How to Measure Loudness (2014). Photograph by Christine Sun
Kim. Used by permission. This figure appears in color in the online version of the Journal.

112. Audism is the hearing equivalent of ableism. It is a term used in the Deaf community
to refer to “the hearing way of dominating, restructuring, and exercising authority over the deaf
community”: Lane, Mask of Benevolence, 43.
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Whether through song signing, live performances, choreographed dancing,
or contemporary art, members of Deaf culture deepen our awareness of
music’s ontological contours. And from these varied musical accounts stem
several larger points. First, touch often depends on vision to round out musical
experience. Whereas visual cues are adaptable and relatively constant, vibration
is bound by the material constraints of objects, environments, and amplifica-
tion technologies, and viable only insofar as the precise musical context allows.
At concerts and dance events with onstage song signing, the visual-spatial dy-
namics of ASL and other nonlinguistic visual cues are significant for practical
reasons: they tie vibrational listening to a poetic gloss, endowing otherwise var-
iable sensations with concrete meaning. In this way, song signing models the
contextual interdependence of vision and touch in musical experience. In cer-
tain musical contexts, visual cues assume considerable authority, whether as the
focal point of song signing, as the guiding rhythmic and coordinating strategy
in choreographed dance, or as the core of musical expression and experience
(as in performance art). Where themusical score is concerned, however, visual
cues are a limited representational strategy: notation fails to fully capture the
acoustical and spatial parameters of music. At the same time, the relative value
of dynamic markings perhaps more readily corresponds to the subjective
experience of sound’s “loudness” than to objective measurements in decibels.
Kim’s musical output thus brings new meaning to composition and the prac-
tice of score analysis.

Despite these rich musical experiences among Deaf listeners, there are
some in the Deaf community who feel ambivalent about music, particularly
if it interferes with their cultural values. Members of the Alldeaf forum have
debated the merits of music and song signing at length. Some express appre-
hension over the proliferation of unskilled hearing song signers on You-
Tube, who, they feel, are appropriating tokens of Deaf culture in order to
harness its novel appeal.113 The viral attention given to sign language inter-
pretation in televised singing competitions such as Eurovision in the hearing

113. See Maler, “Songs for Hands”; “??????? what the****,” Alldeaf forum, November 1,
2009, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.alldeaf.com/threads/what-the.71423/#post
-1445143; “Do You Care for Music Signed in ASL?,” Alldeaf forum, July 3, 2010, accessed
April 16, 2016, http://www.alldeaf.com/threads/do-you-care-for-music-signed-in-asl.79506
/page-3#post-1622682; and “Translating a Song from English to TRUE Asl,” Alldeaf forum,
November 28, 2012, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.alldeaf.com/threads/translating-a
-song-from-english-to-true-asl.108510/page-2. The performances of formerly popular hearing
song signer Stephen Torrence drew widespread criticism from some in the Deaf community,
who felt he was an unskilled “hobby” signer capitalizing on the exotic appeal of ASL through
monetization of his YouTube account on the crowdfunding platform Patreon. In the wake of
this controversy Torrence decided to retire his song signing account, citing his newly discovered
“hearing privilege” and formerly naive conception of Deaf culture as motivation: Stephen Tor-
rence, “On the Ethics of ‘My’ Art,” Torrentsofthought (blog), September 20, 2014, accessed
April 16, 2016, http://www.torrentsofthought.com/on-the-ethics-of-my-art/; Amy Cohen
Efron, “Interview with Stephen Torrence (CaptainValor),” Deaf World as Eye See It (blog),
October 3, 2014, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.deafeyeseeit.com/2014/10/03
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world has likewise proved controversial among members of the Deaf com-
munity, including a number of sign language interpreters. Some worry
that the preoccupation with the spectacle of sign language as choreography
in addition to the celebrity of certain hearing interpreters eclipses linguistic
meaning and the artistic output of native signers.114

Finally, for some Deaf people, music is fundamentally at odds with the
primacy of vision in Deaf culture. The famous 1910 proclamation of George
Veditz, pioneering leader of the National Association of the Deaf (NAD),
that deaf people are “first, last, and all the time the people of the eye” re-
mains a cornerstone of contemporary Deaf identity.115 The comments of
Deaf blogger J. Parrish Lewis speak to some of these complexities:

It almost seems dangerous to say that I love music, because not everyone will
understand and I will be judged. While the majority of the Deaf Community
will say they don’t enjoy music at all, there are plenty of us that do love music.
Even when we cannot hear it. . . .

In the Deaf Community, we usually don’t talk about it. Usually it’s got to
be paired with an ASL video signing the song before most will express an
appreciation for it, and it’s usually for the ASL. This is not wrong, and I don’t
at all have a problem with anyone appreciating only the ASL half of the song.
Everyone’s got their likes and dislikes.116

In this sense, music is a somewhat unique conceptual battleground for
contemporary Deaf identity politics. Willing listeners explore new orienta-
tions toward Deaf culture as they harness the listening techniques and ex-
pressive strategies afforded by their cultural minority standpoint. As song
signing enters popular culture, however, certain members of the Deaf com-
munity are understandably apprehensive: song signing must be practiced by
and for the Deaf and not co-opted for hearing entertainment. For others,
the deeply ingrained associations between music and aurality are automat-
ically prohibitive on account of Deaf cultural mores. Finally, Deaf listeners
such as Vriezen also highlight the relative terms of hearing loss and its asso-
ciated disabilities: amplified sound can disable hearing listeners, while Deaf
listeners are equipped to communicate effectively above and beyond “deaf-
ening” volumes. But for other Deaf listeners, musical interest and enjoyment
is not necessarily a reflection of Deaf identity. As Deaf blogger Benjamin
Simpson explains, “Like all pleasures in life, some are enjoyed more by some

/interview-with-stephen-torrence-captainvalor/. For a discussion of the cultural insider/outsider
status of Deaf performances more generally, see Berson, “Performing Deaf Identity.”

114. See, for example, Matt Brown, “The Spectacle of Sign Language Interpreting,” Terpa-
tron 9000 (blog), February 24, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, http://terpatron9000.com
/the-spectacle-of-sign-language-interpreting/.

115. Veditz, “President’s Message,” 30. See also Bahan, “Upon the Formation.”
116. J. Parrish Lewis, “Why I Love Music Even Though I’m Deaf,” MunkyMind (blog),

December 5, 2015, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.munkymind.com/blog/2015
/12/05/why-i-love-music-even-though-im-deaf/.
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individuals than others. Not all hearing individuals love music and the same
applies in the Deaf community.”117

Among the second group of listeners, non-culturally deaf listeners, musical
experiences are equally diverse. Like their Deaf counterparts, non-culturally
deaf listeners often harness visual cues in compelling ways. Barbara Stenross,
author of Missed Connections: Hard of Hearing in a Hearing World, shares
the story of her self-identifying hard-of-hearing friend Karen, who admits
that while she finds music difficult to appreciate, closed-captioning for tele-
vised vocal performances and even the mouthing of song lyrics make for a
more meaningful musical experience. Stenross quotes from a conversation
with Karen, who describes the intimacies of mouthing: “In high school, I had
a girlfriend that did a lot of singing to me. What I mean by that is, she didn’t
actually sing, she would mouth the words on the radio to me in the car. I’d
ride along and she’d mouth the songs for me.”118 For some late-deafened
musicians who are literate inmusical notation, score reading can trigger mem-
ories of timbre, pitch, and the physical sensations associated with playing dif-
ferent instruments. Profoundly deaf musician and hearing aid wearer Paul
Whittaker explains that “music means nothing at all to me unless I see a score:
I then read that and know inmy head exactly what thatmusic ‘sounds’ like.”119

Whereas Whittaker describes this process as one of unconscious adaptation,
fellow deaf musician Nigel Osborne explains that score reading for memory
retrieval is a technique he painstakingly taught himself: “It tookme quite a long
time to train myself to do that. What I’m doing is I’m drawing on my memo-
ries and knowledge of the sounds and colours of instruments and their different
ranges, as well as what the pitches sound like and what durations, how long
they last, and I’m putting that all together in my head.”120

Score reading is bound to be a type of “listening” with which many mu-
sicologists can identify. The score has long enjoyed aesthetic prominence in
our discipline; at its most basic, it is a set of visual codes and instructions for
physically realizing an organized set of sounds. To a trained musician, the
score can silently convey specific sounds and material sensations. In his elab-
oration on Edward T. Cone’s discussion of score reading Fred Everett Maus
writes, “experienced score-readers do not just look at visual symbols; we use
them as a starting point for remembering and imagining sound. . . . [A] per-
former has the task of bringing musical events into being, and a score-reader
does this too, at least in imagination.”121 Whittaker and Osborne thus draw

117. Benjamin Simpson, “Music for People of the Eye,” ASL University (Lifeprint.com),
July 12, 2013, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.lifeprint.com/asl101/topics/music
-and-the-deaf-3.htm.

118. Stenross, Missed Connections, 89–90.
119. Whittaker et al., “Role of Art,” 3.
120. Ibid., 13.
121. Maus, “Disciplined Subject,” 27. More generally Maus discusses the imaginative as-

pects of internal listening (apart from the score) as the presence of “an inner musical voice”
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new attention to what is otherwise a naturalized component of our listening
expertise.

For certain non-culturally deaf people, listening is often technologically
mediated through auditory assistive technologies—in effect, prostheses. In-
deed, hearing aid wearers and cochlear implant recipients contend with a
unique set of variables when engaging with music. Hearing aid type (ana-
log versus digital), make, model, and programming can dramatically influ-
ence musical perception and enjoyment. Hearing aids and cochlear im-
plants are designed chiefly to facilitate the perception of speech and verbal
communication. Since the inception of digital hearing aid technology in the
1990s, new hearing aids typically use a compression technique (called Wide
Dynamic Range Compression, WDRC) to boost speech sounds, adjusting
the speech signal input range by automatically applying more gain for quiet-
er sounds and less gain for louder sounds. Because music has a significantly
larger dynamic and frequency range than speech, digital hearing aids are of-
ten ill equipped to process musical input, sometimes causing pitch dis-
tortion, noise cancellation, and unpleasant frequency feedback for the
wearer.122 These effects are likely particularly acute when wearers of digital
hearing aids participate in situations of interactive music making such as re-
hearsals, where different musical frequencies mix sporadically with speech.
By contrast, pre-1990 analog-style hearing aids have a wider frequency
range and use linear amplification (instead of compression), which many
longtime hearing aid wearers believe respond more effectively to the unique
acoustical properties of musical signals than the newer digital-style hearing
aids.123 Whittaker notes that transitioning from his twenty-year-old ana-
log aids to a newer digital model was a physically and socially disorienting
experience, since the compression on the new device rendered musical
sounds tinny. He explains, “playing the piano and organ was so unpleasant,
aurally, whilst I was simply unable to hear my choir properly and had to rely
on them telling me if they were right or not.”124 In many cases, the techno-
logical and physiological challenges of managing the sensory experience of
music prove cumbersome and overwhelming for the hearing aid wearer.

or “musical stream,” whose “activity can vary widely, ranging from aimless sonic doodling, to
full-fledged inner performance of familiar music, to vivid inner improvisation; it can fluctuate
from periphery to focus of one’s awareness” (24).

122. See Fulford, Ginsborg, and Greasley, “Hearing Aids and Music.” See also Fulford,
Ginsborg, and Goldbart, “Learning Not to Listen”; Croghan, Arehart, and Kates, “Music Pref-
erences”; Chasin and Hockley, “Some Characteristics”; andMarshall Chasin, “Why Are Audiol-
ogists Afraid of Musicians? Part 1,” Hear the Music (blog), Hearing Health & Technology
Matters, August 20, 2014, accessed April 16, 2016, http://hearinghealthmatters.org/hear
themusic/2013/why-are-audiologists-afraid-of-musicians-part-1/.

123. See Fulford, Ginsborg, and Greasley, “Hearing Aids and Music.”
124. Quoted in Robert Fulford, “Dr Paul Whittaker OBE—‘My Hearing Aids and

Music,’” Hearing Aids for Music website, December 2, 2015, accessed April 16, 2016,
http://musicandhearingaids.org/dr-paul-whittaker-obe-my-hearing-aids-and-music.
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Audiologists Robert Fulford, Jane Ginsborg, and Alinka Greasley write that,
in the future, “the challenge for manufacturers and digital signal processing
engineers will be to develop technologies that improve music listening expe-
riences whilst retaining and prioritising the amplification of human
speech.”125

Audiologists are likewise engaged in studies to help improve the percep-
tion of music for cochlear implant recipients.126 Engineer Les Atlas explains
that because “there is no easy way to encode pitch as an electrical stimulation
pattern,” current cochlear implant models are poorly equipped to process
music.127 One of Stenross’s hard-of-hearing informants notes that she was
musically active “before going deaf” but that her cochlear implant had dras-
tically altered her perception of music: “even though I have a CI [cochlear
implant] and can communicate beautifully, music is still garbage to me.”128

As Mara Mills suggests, cochlear implants necessarily inscribe the audiologi-
cal abilities of deaf listeners, a characterization that extends to musical enjoy-
ment to a certain degree.129 Cochlear implant recipient Michael Chorost has
written extensively about his ownmusical experiences in relation to improve-
ments to cochlear implant hardware/software design over the last two decades.
He explains that ultimately the “variations between user experiences present
real perplexities for researchers who want to develop better software. The expe-
rience of music is inevitably subjective.”130 For non-culturally deaf people
who use auditory technologies, then, not only is “hearing” technologically

125. Fulford, Ginsborg, and Greasley, “Hearing Aids and Music.”
126. For a summary of the existing scientific literature, see Kate Gfeller, “Music Enjoyment

and Cochlear Implant Recipients: OvercomingObstacles andHarnessing Capabilities,”Alexander
Graham Bell Association for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing website, accessed April 16, 2016,
http://www.agbell.org/MusicEnjoymentandCochlearImplants/.

127. Quoted in John Hamilton, “Deaf Jam: Experiencing Music through a Cochlear
Implant,” NPR website (Morning Edition), May 18, 2015, accessed April 16, 2016, http://
www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2015/05/18/406838781/deaf-jam-experiencing-music
-through-a-cochlear-implant. See also Michelle Ma, “New Strategy Lets Cochlear Implant Users
Hear Music,” UWToday, University of Washington website, October 9, 2013, accessed April
16, 2016, http://www.washington.edu/news/2013/10/09/new-strategy-lets-cochlear-implant
-users-hear-music/.

128. Stenross, Missed Connections, 91. On closed-captioning and accessibility strategies for
deaf and hard-of-hearing listeners/viewers, see Matamala and Orero, Listening to Subtitles;
Strauss, New Civil Right; and Ellcessor, “Captions On, Off.”

129. Mills, “Do Signals Have Politics?”
130. Michael Chorost, “Helping the Deaf Hear Music,” MIT Technology Review, February

26, 2008, accessed April 16, 2016, https://www.technologyreview.com/s/409666/helping
-the-deaf-hear-music/. See also Michael Chorost, “My Bionic Quest for Boléro,” Wired,
November 1, 2005, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.wired.com/2005/11/bolero/; and
Chorost, Rebuilt. Responses to a 2015 query on the Alldeaf forum about cochlear implant
recipients’ impressions of music vary drastically, though discussion centers primarily on the ad-
vantages and drawbacks of different models and makes; see “CIs and Music,” Alldeaf forum,
October 26, 2015, accessed April 16, 2016, http://www.alldeaf.com/threads/cis-and
-music.125816/#post-2447301.
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mediated, but musical experiences rooted in hearing depend on the capacities
and limits of the prosthetic device, the compatibility between device and user,
and the unique musical preferences of the user. “Hearing” music through
hearing aids or a cochlear implant remains a precarious endeavor.

This article’s final group of listeners approach deafness in rather unique
terms relative to other d/Deaf listeners: as formerly “hearing” people they
encounter deafness as a result of their voluntary musical activities. Late-
deafened musicians and listeners face considerable physical and social ob-
stacles as they come to terms with the everyday experiences of hearing loss
as a disability in a culture—music—in which the aural reigns supreme. Ulti-
mately, professional musicians and regular concertgoers of all stripes are at
high risk for developing different types of hearing impairment, including
tinnitus, hyperacusis (an acoustic shock injury that results in an extreme
sensitivity to sounds), and diplacusis (experiencing different pitches/timings
in each ear).131 Sterne characterizes music-induced hearing damage as an
extension of what he calls “audile scarification”—that is, “the participation
in the everyday urban life of advanced capitalism.” He elaborates:

[Audile scarification] is both a form of inscription on the body, and a mode of
compliance. To participate in a loud music performance, to subject oneself to
the roar of an airplane engine or bathroom air dryer, to attend a sporting
event. All of these practices ask something of their attendees’ bodies; they
mark them. To submit oneself to an event like this is to consent to a certain
potential for audile scarification.132

More specifically, George McKay has written about the prevalence of
noise-induced hearing loss among heavy metal and heavy rock musicians and
concertgoers, as well as among regular earbud users, which he frames as “sit-
uations in which popular music can function as a disabling culture.”133 He
argues that because sustained volumes of over 120 decibels (in live rock
shows) have long been industry standard, hearing loss is inevitable. Further,
hearing loss is consistently understood as part of the wear and tear and hy-
permasculine grit of heavy rock and heavy metal subcultures. Bands such as
the Who, Slade, and Kiss framed physical tolerance for their deafening vol-
umes as part of their music’s joint pleasure/pain imperative; physical intoler-
ance, by comparison, was assumed to reflect primarily on old age and a
general lack of hipness.134 Like Sterne, McKay asserts that this listening is

131. See Robert Fulford, “Hearing Impairment and the Enjoyment and Performance of
Music,” Hearing Aids for Music website, August 10, 2015, accessed April 16, 2016, http://
musicandhearingaids.org/hearing-impairment-and-the-enjoyment-and-performance-of-music
-a-conference-by-the-institute-of-acoustics-kingston-university-9-july-2015/.

132. Sterne, “Audile Scarification,” 2–3.
133. McKay, Shakin’ All Over, 138.
134. The cover of the 1981 album Till Deaf Do Us Part of British glam rock band Slade

features a drawing of an ear, its eardrum pierced by a crooked nail; see ibid., 144.
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often voluntary, and that it is likewise physically demanding. Perhaps as an
outgrowth of this long-standing romanticization, there is increasing fascina-
tion in electronic music subcultures with the sensory extremes of hearing
loss as it concerns the phenomenon of high volumes. For instance, following
a recent music festival performance in Toronto, Stephen O’Malley, front-
man of the notoriously loud drone metal band Sunn O))), tweeted to fol-
lowers, “Deaf becomes you,” not necessarily as an expression of solidarity
with potential deaf fans, but as a provocation: deafness is a material condi-
tion that hearing listeners can embody through the band’s music, both tem-
porarily, at live shows, and permanently, as the long-term progressive effects
set in.135

Personal musical narratives on hearing loss can contradict the fantasies of
musical subcultures, however. For instance, in 1999 Princeton musicologist
Peter Jeffery made headlines when he sued members of the alternative rock
band the Smashing Pumpkins, earplug manufacturers North Protects, the
city of Connecticut, and the NewHaven Coliseum when he developed what
he alleges was chronic tinnitus after attending one of the band’s live shows
with his twelve-year-old son in 1997.136 Willing listeners, by contrast, might
repeatedly subject their ears to deafening volumes for the sake of personal
enjoyment and/or to achieve a sense of communal belonging, but privately
suffer the consequences, framing their hearing loss in less romantic terms
than those supplied by the prevailing generic discourse. In the EDM (elec-
tronic dance music) scene it is becoming increasingly socially acceptable
among concertgoers to wear earplugs at live shows as a way of safeguarding
against hearing loss/damage. For instance, in a recent article in Magnetic
Magazine promoting special concertgoing ear filters, one writer and EDM
enthusiast expressed a desire to protect his/her hearing without compromis-
ing musical enjoyment or the scene’s penchant for loud volumes:

I expect live music, and DJ shows to be loud, but it’s gotten to a point that the
ear ringing has become fairly intense after these concerts. I like my hearing as
I’m sure you do, and continued exposure to these types of high decibels has a
bad ending for all of us who don’t protect ourselves; we lose our hearing slow-
ly but surely. It’s easy to get caught up in the music and just say to yourself,
“next time I’ll wear earplugs, this one show won’t hurt me . . .” The question

135. Stephen F. O’Malley (@IdeologicOrgan), Twitter post, June 11, 2016 (3:21 p.m.),
accessed August 13, 2013, https://twitter.com/ideologicorgan/status/74175732275048
4481.

136. By his own admission Jeffery had never been to a rock concert before. He also sued the
earplug vendor Virgin Records and the opening bands the Fountains of Wayne and the Frogs.
His suit was ultimately unsuccessful. See Bernard D. Sherman, “Losing Your Ears to Music: The
Hearing Loss Epidemic and Musicians,” Bernard D. Sherman website, reprinted from Early
Music America (Spring 2000), accessed August 21, 2016, http://www.bsherman.net/hearing
loss.htm; and Frederic J. Frommer, “Music Professor Sues Band for Hearing Loss,” Princeton
Alumni Weekly, April 21, 1999.
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is, how many times have you done that? Noise-induced hearing damage is very
real and something you need to pay attention to, especially in EDM culture.137

Music-induced hearing loss is also ubiquitous in the world of classical mu-
sic. In contrast to the hard-core mentality of rock and heavy metal subcul-
tures, there is little romance associated with hearing loss in classical music
aside from Beethoven’s case. (Sterne notes furthermore that this “high/low
culture binary often works in reverse when it comes to hearing protec-
tion.”)138 In April 2016 the well-known British violist Chris Goldscheider
went public with his lawsuit against the Royal Opera House. The violist
claims that by seating him directly ahead of the brass section in a 2012 stag-
ing of Wagner’s Die Walküre the orchestra caused “his hearing [to be] irre-
versibly damaged.” Goldscheider explains that sound frequently reached
137 decibels, what the court documents characterize as “an immediate and
permanent traumatic threshold shift.”139 Janet Horvath, a former profes-
sional cellist with hyperacusis, relates that as rehearsals and performances
suddenly became physically intolerable her “own sense of identity crumbled.
It was excruciating that what I loved so much could bring me so much
pain.”140 Similarly, longtime composer Michael Berkeley writes about com-
ing to terms with what he hoped would be temporary hearing loss:

I cling to the view that my condition will improve. There has been an increase
in volume, particularly with speech, but not so much in the hearing of music—
which continues to sound ugly and disparate. Catching a piano piece on the
radio the other day I asked: “What on earth is this? It sounds like Ligeti
crossed with Nancarrow.” It turned out to be Schumann. Were I to be facing
a lifetime of this, I would be in despair.141

The enduring stigma associated with hearing aids regrettably outweighs their
audiological benefits for some professional musicians, for whom discretion is
as much of a priority as sound amplification: “You don’t want to turn up to
work and find 80 or so musicians, your colleagues in the pit and you turn up
with one of these great old NHS [National Health Service] things—you

137. “Are You Losing Your Hearing at EDM Shows?,”Magnetic Magazine, November 16,
2015, accessed May 24, 2016, http://www.magneticmag.com/2015/11/are-you-losing
-your-hearing-at-edm-shows/.

138. Sterne, “Audile Scarification,” 6.
139. See Clive Coleman, “Musician Sues Royal Opera House over Ruined Hearing,” BBC

News, April 1, 2016, accessed May 21, 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment
-arts-35938704.

140. Janet Horvath, “A Musician Afraid of Sound,” Atlantic, October 20, 2015, accessed
April 16, 2016, http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/10/a-musician-afraid-of
-sound/411367/.

141. Michael Berkeley, “My Beethoven Moment,” Guardian, September 7, 2010, accessed
April 16, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/music/2010/sep/07/beethoven-deafness
-music-composition.
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know, there is a stigma attached to that.”142 In this sense, the fiercely
competitive dynamics of classical music can arguably perpetuate a culture of
shame surrounding hearing loss, making the visible physical disclosure that
comes with wearing hearing aids seem disadvantageous. And the cost of
smaller, more discreet models can often be prohibitive, particularly where
health insurance coverage for hearing aids and cochlear implants is already
limited and eligibility conditional.

Resources on music-induced hearing loss and hearing damage for union-
ized professional musicians and music industry employees, whether in a pop-
ular or classical milieu, vary from union to union. The Musicians’ Union
(MU) in the United Kingdom actively promotes awareness of hearing loss
among its members, and has a robust set of online resources including strat-
egies for safeguarding against hearing damage; literature on hearing self-
surveillance, types of hearing loss, and claims to deafness; and comprehen-
sive information on employee rights in relation to noise regulations.143

Crucially, it also holds employers accountable to Sound Advice, a set of
music-industry-specific noise compliance guidelines written by a working
group that includes members of the BBC Symphony Orchestra and the
Royal Opera House.144 Employer compliance measures include assessing
risks from noise; taking action to reduce noise exposure that exceeds legal
limits; supplying employees with adequate training; and equipping players
with musicians’ earplugs when noise levels exceed specific limits and action
categories. The BBC’s “Musicians’ Guide to Noise and Hearing” (2011),
a guide that “aims to facilitate dialogue and empower all musicians and man-
agers” in relation to noise regulations, recommends that employers provide
musicians and stage managers with acoustic screens and treatments when
necessary, and allow sufficient acoustical rest periods.145 By contrast, the
American Federation of Musicians (AFM) of the United States and
Canada—a union primarily made up of classical musicians with a large Sym-
phonic Department—offers minimal online resources on hearing loss.146

142. “Anthony” quoted in Fulford, Ginsborg, and Greasley, “Hearing Aids and Music.”
For a critical discussion of the history of hearing aid miniaturization and the stigma associated
with hearing aids, see Mills, “Hearing Aids.”

143. See “Protect Your Hearing,” Musicians’ Union website, last modified 2016, accessed
May 22, 2016, http://www.musiciansunion.org.uk/Home/Advice/Your-Career/Health-and
-Safety/Protecting-Your-Hearing.

144. See “Sound Advice Note 2,” Sound Advice, last modified 2007, accessed May 22,
2016, http://www.soundadvice.info/thewholestory/san2.htm. Sound Advice has adapted the
guidelines of the UK “Control of Noise at Work Regulations of 2005” for different music in-
dustry venues, genres, and performance scenarios.

145. “Musicians’ Guide to Noise and Hearing. Part II: Toolkit for Managers,” BBC web-
site, 2012, accessed April 16, 2016, http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/safety/documents/safety
-guides/audio-and-music/Safety-Musician_noise_guide_Part_II.pdf.

146. The “Health and Therapy” section of the Federation’s website includes links to a
homemade web page on “Musicians’Health” with tips on musician “self-care” and information
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In the cases of both the MU and the AFM, however, official union policy on
hearing loss does not necessarily correspond to local institutional values, as
Goldscheider’s lawsuit against the Royal Opera House attests. Player status,
seniority, and contract type would likewise influence the ways players choose
to manage and disclose their hearing loss.

This emerging discourse on music-induced hearing loss uniquely models
the tensions between injury and disability in the context of music perfor-
mance. Whereas there is a long-established discourse within classical music
on the prevention and treatment of repetitive strain injury, literature on
music-induced hearing loss remains conspicuously absent. For instance, with
the exception of tinnitus, music-induced hearing loss is not among the
conditions customarily addressed by the Alexander Technique, perhaps the
best-known therapeutic method for musicians.147 This discrepancy corre-
sponds to the association between repetitive strain injury and recovery rela-
tive to the assumption that hearing loss is permanent and progressive. (In
actuality repetitive strain injuries are typically chronic and debilitating.) And
yet hearing loss does not mean the end of music, as attested by the motto of
the Association of Adult Musicians with Hearing Loss: “proving the loss of
hearing does not mean the loss of music.”148 More generally, Sterne’s “au-
dile scarification” draws a connection between hearing loss incurred through
the sonic mechanisms of capitalism and trauma: sonic experiences leave a
lasting imprint on the body’s physical (and psychological) contours. But this
physical imprint also inscribes new possibility, as the accounts of d/Deaf
listeners demonstrate. As hearing loss becomes increasingly common among
musicians and concertgoers we would do well to accommodate it as a hear-
ing difference and adjust our cultural norms accordingly, as Sterne suggests,
rather than treating it as a permanent and irrevocable disability. Above all,
listeners with music-induced hearing loss demonstrate that “normal hear-
ing” is a precarious condition in more ways than one. Normal hearing is
physically temperamental, in that our ears are tender, sensitive organs. They
are at the mercy of our sonic environments, our recreational activities, our
physical well-being, and our age. In these ways we are always susceptible to

about performance anxiety, stage fright, and techniques for preventing and treating different
types of repetitive strain injury such as tendonitis and carpal tunnel syndrome. Prevention and
treatment of hearing loss is nowhere to be found. See “Health and Therapy,” American
Federation of Musicians website, accessed May 22, 2016, http://www.afm.org/resources
/health-and-therapy; and “Muscular and Skeletal Problems,” Musicianshealth.com, ac-
cessed May 22, 2016, http://www.musicianshealth.com/musculoskeletaldisorders.htm.

147. See “Musicians and the Alexander Technique,” The Complete Guide to the Alexander
Technique, accessed May 22, 2016, http://www.alexandertechnique.com/musicians.htm; and
Kleinman and Buckoke, Alexander Technique.

148. Association of Adult Musicians with Hearing Loss website, last modified 2016, accessed
May 22, 2016, http://www.musicianswithhearingloss.org/wp/about-our-association/.
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audile scarification: “normal” hearing is thus an unstable audiological as well
as social category.

Conclusion: Musicology Gains from Deafness

Current popular discourse on deafness reinforces a long tradition of making
assumptions about deaf people: deaf people experience the world as total
aural silence and pure visual-tactile sensation; deaf people automatically as-
pire to hearing norms; and, through their inborn sensory acuities, deaf peo-
ple compensate for hearing loss in extraordinary ways. Glennie involuntarily
serves as an icon onto which these fantasies are projected. This is a symbol-
ism that cheapens her musical achievements, obscures the complexities of
her own relationship to deafness, and subjects her to ongoing scrutiny and
mistrust. The universalizing tone of her mission “to teach the world to lis-
ten” attaches to her deafness in ways that exceed her own commitments to
deafness, making her unique experiences susceptible to generalization. But
venerating Glennie as the paragon of deaf musicality is problematic, because
such a paragon was never viable in the first place.

Glennie and other d/Deaf listeners reveal first and foremost that senso-
ry perception is more complex and less extreme than popular conceptions
allow. The senses intermingle and vary within individual sensory experi-
ences and d/Deaf people conceptualize these experiences in myriad ways,
rendering straightforward sensory hierarchies futile. In particular, there is
a discrepancy between the allure of vibration and the realities of vibration-
al listening. The feasibility of touch/vibration as a listening strategy de-
pends on a host of logistical variables, such as the material properties of
a given acoustical space, instrumental register, the degree and method of
amplification, and music’s precise expressive function. For instance, vibra-
tion does not readily serve the unique demands of choreographed danc-
ing, since it facilitates neither a consistent perception of musical pulse
nor an internalization of rhythmic patterns when movement is involved,
whereas in recreational settings such as Deaf raves or heavy metal shows
vibration is central to the vibe of the club. But listeners also have different
physical and psychological vibrational thresholds: prolonged exposure to
amplified music, frequency feedback, or even being positioned directly in
front of the brass section in an orchestra can trigger unease and physical
disorientation in some listeners. In the end, vibration on its own is an in-
constant sensation. It requires consistent mediation in order to be percep-
tible, being best transmitted through physical objects such as subwoofer
speakers (a rather conventional technology) or through creative handheld
props such as those used by Deafheads. Finally, d/Deaf people rarely priv-
ilege vibration over other sensory modalities, while, for some, vibration on
its own does not qualify as music.
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Vision is a highly versatile listening strategy. Visual cues can contextualize
and augment tactile sensations, giving them concrete meaning as in
Glennie’s paradigm. For culturally Deaf listeners, the visual-spatial parame-
ters of ASL in particular provide an unstable physical sensation (vibration)
with linguistic frames of reference. Deaf visual listening practices also exqui-
sitely model a process of embodied mediation, lending new significance to
musical collaboration: song signers use their bodies to add an enriching
linguistic and cultural gloss that registers in the minds and bodies of Deaf in-
sider audience members. And the visual aspect of sign language transcends
the “deafening”magnitude of loud music, as Deaf concertgoers continue to
communicate above and beyond the threshold. For some d/Deaf people,
vision is altogether a more reliable listening technique than vibration: strate-
gies such as mouthing and lip-reading song lyrics, closed-captioning, and
even the practice of song signing itself can exist independently of vibrational
(or aural) feedback. In fact, when visual cues are involved, vibrational feed-
back is sometimes incidental.

The importance of bringing these historically marginalized perspectives
to light notwithstanding, hearing is integral to many deaf peoples’ experi-
ences of music: for some, hearing remains the most efficient and familiar way
to engage with music, even as hearing loss becomes ever more common and
renders the category of “normal” hearing unstable. Late-deafened musicians
understandably strive for continuity with previous musical experiences cen-
tered chiefly on hearing. For many professional musicians, hearing loss and
hearing damage can prove physically and socially disabling, significantly de-
tracting from musical enjoyment and often cutting to the core of their iden-
tities. Under these circumstances, adaptation of any kind, whether through
the use of assistive technologies or conscious sensory compensation, seems
a daunting task, especially when resources and professional incentives are
limited. Cochlear implant recipients and hearing aid wearers likewise aspire
to hearing norms in their perception of music; the built-in constraints of
existing technologies delimit this experience. If current digital hearing aid
models remain by and large ill equipped to amplify the unique acoustical
properties of musical signals alongside speech, there is widespread demand
for devices that facilitate more robust musical hearing. Finally, the fact that
some culturally Deaf people reject music on the grounds of its fundamental
conflict with the visual premise of Deaf identity reflects on the deep-seated
cultural linkage of music with aurality. Crucially, hearing is not itself hege-
monic; it is rather the cultural values ascribed to hearing—in this case the as-
sumed interdependence of music and hearing—that overlook and devalue
listeners who do not have access to normative frameworks.

Deaf culture does not espouse a single view of music. In the Deaf commu-
nity, music can provide meaningful creative expression, sensory pleasure, and
cultural fulfillment. But it can also threaten the semantic value of sign lan-
guage and potentially threaten the visual orientation of Deaf culture, a valid
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stance that no amount of “touching the sound” can undo. Indeed, inasmuch
as this article champions a more pluralistic understanding of music and deaf-
ness, I also stress that music need not be universally appealing. Deaf accounts
of music as unglamorous, banal, and in particular unpleasant undermine such
romantic aspirations. Ultimately, music’s appeal is automatically contingent
neither on hearing ability nor on the availability of listening paradigms.

Musicology gains from deafness in fundamental ways. First, d/Deaf mu-
sicians and listeners enrich our methods. As music increasingly circulates and
proliferates online, so too do listeners: the Internet is a living digital archive
of musical experience. But this is not simply “reception study” or a polling of
contrasting musical opinion; it is a testament to the power of online media in
marginalized communities, and to ways in which their perspectives will
shape our scholarship in the future. Personal blogs, YouTube videos, inter-
views, and public discussion forums constitute valuable source material that
contains expert testimony: these listeners reveal that the senses operate in
myriad ways, that deafness is not reducible to a single listening paradigm,
and that music is more than sound. This is musicological text at its finest.

As d/Deaf listeners resist theoretical abstraction, they get to the ontolog-
ical heart of music. Scholars have long problematized music scholarship’s re-
course to aesthetic autonomy. In his landmark work on the meanings of
performing and listening, Christopher Small argues that “neither the idea
that musical meaning resides uniquely in musical objects nor any of its cor-
ollaries bears much relation to music as it is actually practiced throughout
the human race.”149 Music is an activity grounded in the social. “Musick-
ing” is a “human encounter,”150 or, as Georgina Born explains, music is “im-
manently social,” such that musicology must be relational:

the conceptual gains of the “impossible totality” project outweigh the risks of
hegemonic intellection; unless we cast our nets wide and speak our analytic
minds, as it were, there is no chance for others (and Others) to answer back. . . .

. . . [T]he development of a relational musicology depends upon a break
with dominant conceptions not only of what counts as music to be studied,
but how it should be studied.151

Deafness only deepens musicology’s sense of what music is—its social, re-
lational, and material contours. Music does not simply exceed the limits of
aurality; it exceeds the acoustical parameters of sound itself. “Sound” can be
a primarily visual-spatial experience as we watch objects and bodies vibrate
and move as music passes through them. In certain radical instances, visual
cues and silent coordinated gesture are wholly constitutive of musical ex-
pression, as in the case of the silent facial singing in Christine Sun Kim’s Face
Opera II. And deafness also gets at what is already there—the inherent

149. Small, Musicking, 7.
150. Ibid., 10.
151. Born, “For a Relational Musicology,” 220, 224, 230.
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musicality of sign language, the significance of the visual in establishing sight
lines at concert venues, the expressive dimension of the face in singing, and
the analytic primacy of the score, an inescapably visual medium. Deafness
tells us that the score can serve as a useful index: listeners read and subse-
quently imagine previously internalized pitches and timbres, a familiar pro-
cess for musicians and scholars of music. But the score’s symbolic
dimensions are also limited, for better or worse. Whereas notation cannot
fully account for the materiality of music, or specify a physical orientation be-
tween listener and musical source, Kim highlights that the arbitrary nature of
dynamic markings better reflects our subjective perceptions of loudness than
the absolute measures of a decibel chart.

More generally, deafness highlights the contextual interdependence of
the senses as they govern musical experiences: vision, touch, and hearing are
merely idealized types; rarely do they operate in isolation. The senses are en-
meshed in a material constellation of synchronized and successive activa-
tions. Ultimately, deafness demonstrates that listening encompasses a full
spectrum of sensory experiences, musical contexts, individual preferences,
cultural practices, and social experiences—what amounts to an ever-evolving
set of listening states.

Most importantly, d/Deaf listeners reveal that the value and prestige as-
sociated with naturalized understandings of musical skill and expertise are
maintained through arbitrary authority, particularly with respect to listening.
Even as postmodernist musicians, composers, and scholars interrogate the
aesthetic autonomy of music and its corollaries, critical, disciplined listening
is a mainstay of musicology. It is what sets music scholars apart. Music schol-
ars continue to distinguish between passive and active listening modes, the
former an unconscious, uncritical recreational form of listening, the latter a
conscious, critical, and thereby more meaningful mode that music scholars
cultivate through years of training. Indeed, in 2004 Andrew Dell’Antonio
wrote that structural listening—a term first proposed by Rose Subotnik to
critique the formalism that undergirds disciplinary listening practices—
endures as “a disciplinary commonplace in the academic study of Western
art music, and a pedagogical staple of undergraduate education in music
history and theory.”152 Structural listening privileges aesthetic autonomy:
listeners yield to the abstract power of the music, making objective judg-
ments about its formal parameters and internal logic with moralizing effect.
Structural listening is also rooted in the aural. But structural listening is a
mastery worth dismantling, as Dell’Antonio and his colleagues made clear.
Similarly, in 2011 Joseph Straus asserted that music theory enforces “prodi-
gious hearing”: “for the most part, implicit listeners in traditional music the-
ory are prodigious figures, with extensive training and vast knowledge of the
musical literature. . . . The implied listeners in traditional music theory

152. Dell’Antonio, “Introduction,” 1.
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inhabit prodigiously capable bodies.”153 (This may be compared with
Straus’s description of “disablist hearing” quoted above.)154 Whether as
structural listening, prodigious hearing, or what Maus called “the disciplined
subject of musical analysis,”155 these are the conventional terms of our
listening expertise.

In Small’s formulation, musicking resists the ascribing of greater value to
active than to passive listeningmodes by rendering the distinctions irrelevant;
all music involves action, therefore all listening is active.156 While whole-
heartedly agreeing with Small, I would stress that d/Deaf listeners have al-
ways been active listeners in the original sense: not on account of music’s
involving action or because deafness somehow automatically bestows height-
ened sensory acuities, but as a consequence of their inferior social status in
a predominantly hearing world. They have always listened more carefully in
order to master the social terms of the hearing world, though they rarely
defer to its authority. Their propensity for active listening extends to their
musical experiences.

I return to my initial assertion that musicology has yet to fully reckon with
d/Deaf listeners, who can be expert listeners in the truest sense. They de-
scribe listening to music as a process involving conscious, painstaking labor,
ongoing physical and technological adaptations, unconscious inborn sensory
acuities, and intuitive strategies nurtured through cultural practice. And
these approaches are not mutually exclusive. Furthermore, there is constant
slippage between unconscious skill and conscious practice as listening habits
are mastered and naturalized over time. Is this process really so different
from the way we cultivate disciplined listening as musicologists? The funda-
mental difference lies in the value we ascribe to our listening strategies rela-
tive to those of other listeners, d/Deaf or otherwise. I am not suggesting
that deafness reveals that musical “expertise” is relative or subjective. More
precisely, it is that deafness calls us to a pluralistic understanding of what lis-
tening expertise entails.

Our discipline is at a moment of reckoning. The American Musicological
Society becomes ever more inclusive through its ongoing efforts in outreach,
funding opportunities, and examination of disciplinary shortcomings. Our
scholarship is increasingly diverse: gender, race, sexuality, and now disability
are significant parts of our critical purview. At the same time, we know all
too well that lingering racial injustices, institutional prejudices, gendered
biases, and microaggressions remain, described by the Society’s former

153. Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 151–52.
154. See note 79.
155. Maus refers specifically to the modes of listening and analysis described by Allen Forte

(specifically Forte’s characterization of Heinrich Schenker) and Edward T. Cone: Maus, “Disci-
plined Subject.”

156. Small, Musicking, 9.

Music and Deafness 213



president Ellen T. Harris as painful “accounts of marginalization.”157 Mar-
ginalization is part of musicology’s inheritance, which is rooted in cultural
imperialism. This is the same cultural imperialism that has allowed white
privilege to go unchecked and has determined, to borrow Born’s pithy
words, “what counts as music to be addressed, what’s in and what’s out,”
who does and does not qualify as a listener, and what does and does not
qualify as musical expertise.158 It is not that d/Deaf listeners are necessarily
vulnerable; they are supremely marginalized. This was apparent in recent de-
bates in the Society’s blog, Musicology Now, in which deafness and blindness
were deployed as metaphors for ignorance of and indifference toward musi-
cology’s implicit racial biases.159 All manner of musical experiences belong
to the full spectrum of listening, and therefore to our scholarship. Deaf peo-
ple have a stake in musicology. Not because they tell us what we want to
hear, affirm deeply cherished ideals, or share a universal love of music; but
because they challenge us to listen anew, beyond symbolic constructions,
universalizing discourses, naturalized sounds, and handed-down sensory hi-
erarchies. Deafness and d/Deaf people belong in musicology, and we would
do well to take our cues from their expertise.
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Abstract

Attitudes to the relationship between music and deafness suffer from two
related misconceptions: the enduring assumption that hearing is central to
musical experience in conjunction with an extreme impression of deafness
as total aural loss; and, more recently, the tendency to reduce deaf listening
to tactility, as narratives about inborn sensory acuities among the deaf
proliferate in the popular imaginary. Increasingly, deafness symbolizes a set
of sensory polarities that obscure an intrinsic diversity of musical experiences
from which musicology stands to gain, a diversity that encompasses members
of Deaf culture and non-culturally deaf people alike, and that is signaled
through the person-centered compound “d/Deaf.” My article builds on
recent music scholarship on disability to offer a pluralistic understanding of
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music and deafness. Beginning with Scottish deaf percussionist Evelyn Glennie,
I investigate a range of d/Deaf accounts of music, including those of Deaf
sign language users, hearing aid wearers, and cochlear implant recipients, and
of people with music-induced hearing loss. Deafness resists automatic entry
points into music, unsettling any straightforward hierarchy of the senses. Deaf
people reflect on the musical status of aurality in markedly different ways, just
as they offer a complex understanding of vision and touch. For instance, vision
is a highly versatile listening strategy and is often more reliable than vibration;
touch is feasible because of its contextual dependence on visual cues, and is
further tied to a set of material and environmental variables. Ultimately, I
argue that d/Deaf listeners enrich customary notions of musical expertise:
deafness belongs in musicology as a diverse set of experiences within the full
spectrum of listening.

Keywords: deafness, Deaf culture, Deaf Gain, Deaf studies, disability stud-
ies, sign language
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