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Project Summary 
 

Community Sound [e] Scapes is a predominantly practice-as-research project, working 

out of the Improvisation, Community and Social Practice (ICASP), at the University of 

Guelph, Canada. It runs from 2009-2010 and is the main focus of Postdoctoral Research 

Fellow, Dr Rebecca Caines.  This project examines how space, place and site can be 

developed and challenged by contemporary communities through the use of improvised 

music and sound. The project explores the social and cultural implications of spatiality in 

music with particular focus on the relationship between improvised spatial musical 

practices and social justice capacity building.   It approaches this topic by examining two 

main types of musical improvisation: community-based hip-hop music in Australia and 

interactive participant led newmedia soundscapes devised in Canada. It analyses the 

improvisatory pedagogies of site-specific hip-hop facilitators, who assist disenfranchised 

community participants to express and contest their environments through music. It then 

examines existing Canadian new media projects and questions the potential that new 

web-based music and soundscape projects offer for producing participant led spaces of 

creativity and social change. The project will generate scholarly research and conference 

papers, whilst concurrently developing a new, critically informed, site-specific, new 

media artwork. Entitled “Community Sound [e] Scapes”, and informed by the critical 

research undertaken during the fellowship, this new media piece will further explore the 

significant contributions that improvised sound and music can make to community-

building and social justice through new spatial practices. Emerging researcher Rebecca 

Caines has an award-winning academic research pedigree and extensive community 

development experience, (she has just completed three years working as an arts 

development officer in post-conflict Northern Ireland), as well as having an established 

practical background in developing multimedia artwork with communities.  

 

Theoretical Premise 
 

Henri Lefebvre’s famous treatise The Production of Space reminds us that the spaces we 

touch, experience and think about are both produced by society and produce it, shaping 

the way we think, act, remember and challenge the world around us (Lefebvre 1991). It 
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follows that affecting space can have a profound effect our lives. Post-Lefebvrean 

scholars such as Ed Casey, Lucy Lippard, Nick Kaye, Iain Bordern and Miwon Kwon 

offer new multiplicitous, porous models of space which incorporate physical 

architectures and environments (site), conceptual and online maps and territories (space) 

and experienced, remembered and lived spatial arenas (place) (Casey 1997; Lippard 

1997; Kaye 2000; Borden, Rendell et al. 2001; Kwon 2002). Coupled with theories of 

everyday life as practiced into being (de Certeau 1984) and poststructural understandings 

of discursive power and performativity (de Certeau 1984; Butler 1997; Foucault 1997), as 

well as relational models of art as experience (Meyer 2000; Bourriaud 2002), this 

research project approaches space as a ubiquitous, performative, triumvirate 

site/space/place and then applies this trope to community-based, site-specific 

performance events.  

 

The   project bases definitions of community on   poststructural theories of difference 

(Levinas 1987; Nancy 1990; Agamben 1993; Lingis 1994; Diprose 2003) and 

postmodern feminism (Haber 1994; Yeatman 1994; Spivak 1995) in order to understand 

the diffuse, multiplicitous and transient nature of 21
st
 Century community groups which 

celebrate essential difference over oppressive communality whilst still receiving strength 

from new hybrid community formations. It examines the strategies and practices these 

“poststructured” communities use to facilitate improvisatory music and soundscape 

practices which build new networks and new spaces of communication and dissent. 

 
Building off the pioneering work of acoustic ecologists such as R. Murray Schafer in the 

1970s, what can be termed “Sound Culture” studies is a growing field of popular musical 

theory, as composers and theorists track the impact of the full acoustic realm on the 

development of culture (Schafer 1977; Waterman 2002; Augoyard and Torgue 2006; 

Licht 2007). This sound culture project examines how the tactics of music and sound 

artists can help communities to recreate the spatial dimensions of their lives. Links will 

be explored between developing community-based spatial practices, the related post-

structural theories of spatiality discussed above, and current trends in popular 

improvisation music practice. These include the realms of sonic geography, acoustic 

ecology and ethnography. Of particular relevance to ICASP strategic research areas, this 

project explores spatial musical practices’ relationship to hybrid, alternative pedagogies 

of improvised hip-hop music. It does this by examining the facilitation tactics of 

Australian community-based hip-hop artists in context with pedagogical improvisation 

theory (Lewis 2008). The project also links to the ICASP’s focus on transcultural 

understanding and social change, as it investigates the moment of creation in both the 

performance of hip-hop and in user-led newmedia soundscapes. It also emphasises the 

ways improvisation in community-based spatial music and sound practices produce 

realtime shifts in intimate power relations, affecting the social health of participant 

communities. 

 

Case Studies 
 

The first research area focuses on hip-hop team Morganics (Morgan Lewis) and Wire 

MC (Will Jarrett) and their facilitation of improvised hip-hop music workshops, 
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performances and recordings with economically and socially disadvantaged   Indigenous 

participants in regional areas of Australia. In projects such as those featured on the All 

You Mob CD (2002) and in the Many Rhymes, One Rhythm Project with the National 

Museum of Australia(2004), the hip-hop tracks produced discuss, contest and celebrate 

the real and imagined locations that were most important to the participants (Morganics 

2002). The artists, through a blurring between “facilitator”, “artist” and “participant,” 

help to create and disseminate site-specific hip-hop music tracks which challenge the 

ways that everyday spaces are created, developed, and sustained.  This project will 

document these important music projects, and will include interviews with the facilitators 

as well as library archive based research to analyse the oral history recordings made of 

these improvised hip-hop tracks (held in the National Library of Australia Oral History 

Collection). The social and political implications of these hip-hop projects as site-

specific, improvisatory performances will then be analysed  This project works from the 

proposition that through discovering existing space and creating new spaces with the 

improvised music, the Indigenous performers may have found new ways to challenge 

prejudice, fight cultural assimilation and expose and disrupt structural inequality. 

 

The second case study examines site-specific, participatory new media online and 

installation environments, such as those devised by Canadian artist Pat Badani. Badani’s 

works incorporate visual elements such as moving images, photographs and text and pre-

recorded video of community interviews. The works are mediated by a complex sphere of 

project design characteristics including online technologies and installation parameters. 

The works are subsequently filtered by the motivations of a geographically disparate 

online audience/user group. Artworks such as Where Life is Better (2003), Where do you 

come from? (2002-2010) and Hometransfer (2002) require the audience/user to interact 

with these components. Users are given choices on how to experience and understand the 

site-specific stories and ideas presented. Inspired by Badani’s work and the theories 

which encase it, an interactive, improvisatory soundscape using video, sound effects, 

music and environmental sound recordings will be developed as a critical research tool 

and original artwork (Badani 2005). 

 

Community Sound [e] Scapes Practical Component 
 

The new media artwork, the “Community Sound [e] Scapes”  website will include video 

interviews , music and audio tracks recorded in three towns where the researchers have 

lived, Woolgoolga (Australia), Belfast (Northern Ireland), and Guelph (Canada), based 

on the question, “What does your community sound like?” and including ambient sounds 

that evoke the landscapes and the people in all three locations. The project design will be 

developed in consultation with the community participants involved. The participants and 

musicians will come from small community groups in Woolgoolga (based in a local bike 

riders’ group) and Belfast (based in a local youth centre) and from the international 

university community at the University of Guelph (based on campus) and from local high 

school group (based at the Da Vinci Art and Science project at the Guelph Arboretum).  

 

Using instant messenger software, video streaming, Flash programming and audio 

sequencing, the artwork will include a temporary performance of live webcast interviews 
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and improvised music and a more permanent web based work which encourages users to 

improvise with the visual and sound objects and contribute their own stories, to recreate 

site/space/place at each interaction. The website will include libraries of sounds recorded 

in each country, sound art pieces designed by the community participants, information 

about the groups, photography and video art responding to the sites where the different 

projects are located, and a custom-built online mixer which will allow users to combine 

the database of sounds in any combination to produce live, improvised sound art which 

both evokes and challenges site/place/space. 

 

In all three locations, site/space/place are loaded concepts and issues of travel and 

immigration, religion, conflict and displacement are predominant in the minds of many. 

The aim is to build an environment which is continually created by an audience 

interacting with the online options and the performative installations to build up 

temporary, improvised and layered site/space/place which creates new perspectives of 

issues such as globalisation, isolation and displacement. Community Sound [e] Scapes 

aims to explore the potential of sound and music to build new community-based ethical 

soundscapes which evoke landscape, territory and memory through creativity and 

imagination.   
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