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Once long ago Narcissus was fascinated by seeing himself. In a smooth and calm 

water, either which was not moving, or which flowed unified and untroubled. Mirror of 

the waters, morose masturbation of the subject, repetition and death. Narcissus 

drowned in his reproduction, in his double and his mime, when his face met the image 

of his face. Drowning, smothering, in adequation. Let that water, then, be murky or 

rough, so that the face and the body cannot be seen in the reflection of the waters 

(Serres 2000, p.155). 

        - Michel Serres 
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Abstract 
 

 

 

Murmur is an effort to learn from sound. Here I examine the study of sound from early 

explanations of sound based on the metaphor of a wave on the surface of a body of 

water, to research into its existence as a physical phenomenon during the 

Enlightenment, the invention of phonography and the resultant commodification of 

sound, the auditory turn and beyond. Establishing a history of sound based on the 

many voices that comprise the murmur of sound itself, I critique the myths, each 

dominated by particular ideas, images and technologies, that have shaped the 

individual characteristics attributed to sound today. I analyse the influence of tropes 

such as the image of a stone thrown into water as a model for the passage of sound 

through a medium, the notion that any sound is reducible to individual frequencies and 

the suggestion that sound recordings can offer fidelity to an original source. I listen to 

the cacophony. I offer an account of sound that approaches it as a multiplicity that is 

individuated in a variety of ways. I hear sound as murmur. 
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