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Abstract
The disappearance of many of the world’s 6000-9000 languages is occurring at a rapid
rate, with a language estimated to become extinct every two weeks, and fewer than 600
expected to survive into the future. With each language representing a unique subjectivity
and worldview, embodying systems of memory and experience since the beginnings of its
parent culture, the loss of cultural diversity that follows language loss should be
considered in terms of its impact on all human cultures, including speakers of dominant
culture lingua francas in ‘advanced’ or economically dominant lingua franca nations.
Language loss should also be analysed in the context of the increasing diminishment of
biodiversity, and the extinction of certain types of experience, in particular those
connecting culture to the natural world, especially via oral language traditions. This
dissertation expands on key themes examined in the film Audition Colorée (Hearing Colour),
a fictionalised poetic essay film utilising experimental and ‘anti-documentary’ techniques to
examine the large scale loss of linguistic and cultural diversity and the problem of
representing positions of cultural Otherness in language. While documentaries have been
made on the question of language loss, the dissertation contends that more experimental
approaches are required in order to speak beyond the discursive limitations of journalistic
and documentary genres. These ‘factual’ modes embody ritualised practices of production
and consumption which re-enforce the West’s assumed ownership of instrumental reason,
objectivity, and scientific rationality, projecting the values of Eurocentric/Western
hegemony on to the cultures they attempt to represent. Both dissertation and the film
Audition Colorée not only acknowledge the challenges—if not impossibility—of representing
the ‘other’ that is embodied by linguistic and cultural difference, they also argue the
subjectivities of lingua franca cultures in advanced technocratic economies are, like every
language and culture, limited by blind spots and the metaphors they live by through their
own cultures. The dissertation examines philosophies of language from a range of
disciplines including phenomenology and the emerging field of ecolinguistics, offering
perspectives emphasising the significance of linguistic diversity and linguistic relativity,
and posing questions about the limitations embedded in western assumptions of
superiority in our cultural, technological, and scientific thought. Both the film and
dissertation pose the question: while many eschatologies and predictions of humanity’s
decline exist in popular, scientific and critical theory, could the cause for concern be
present at a more fundamental level—the limitations of our own languages and cultures,
and the resulting disconnection to diversity as it historically applies to human evolution
and experience in relationship to the natural world?

iii

Audition Colorée – David Varga, DCA UTS. 91066581

Acknowledgements
The final film Audition Colorée and this accompanying dissertation have benefited from the
generous input and support of many people in Australia and overseas.
I acknowledge members of the Dharawal and Dharug Indigenous communities,
descendants of the first Australians who lived between the Blue Mountains, Sydney Head,
the Illawarra and NSW South Coast. They are Roy Kennedy; Illawarra Land Council;
Sandon Point Aboriginal Tent Embassy; Les Bursill OAM; Norma Simms; Yvonne
Simms; Richard Green; Jacinta Tobin; Jodi Edwards and her daughter Thalia Edwards.
I thank Bukhchuluun (Bukhu) Gangburged for his generous assistance on location in
Mongolia and for his introductions to the Shaman community in Ulaanbaatar, as well as
insights into Mongolian Morin Khurr music and Mongolian harmonic overtone chanting
through his own virtuosity in these arts, as well as his introductions to Mongolian culture
more generally.
For the Chinese Tibet section I thank Sonam Torgil for his guidance in Bensilan,
Zhongdian, Deqin and beyond, and for arranging for his grandfather to perform the
Tibetan Druer song in the film.
In Kenya I thank the many wise people I met on the Swahili Coast between Mombasa and
Lamu, who were only to keen to share insights on the diverse cultural heritage of their
region. In particular I thank Sanjay, Chief-in-Waiting for his Maasai Mara tribe, who
helped organise access and arranged the filming of his people.
I especially thank Queen Sheba (Bethsheba A. Rem) for her performance artistry in the
film (the included poem ‘Ike’ filmed in Brooklyn in 2011) and later for contributing her
voice over, as well wrangling favours in Atlanta, Georgia to help with remote studio voice
recordings in late 2014.
None of the collective effort and goodwill of these and many other people would have
resulted in the final film and exegesis had it not been for the generous support, advice and
essay film expertise of principal academic supervisor Gillian Leahy. I also acknowledge the
considerable input of Theo Van Leeuwen and his vast expertise on the topic of language,
who supported the project while carrying the workload of Dean of Humanities at UTS,
then providing remote ongoing feedback and assistance after leaving Sydney to take up a
position at the University of Southern Denmark. I also thank Alex Munt who assisted in
Theo’s absence as co-supervisor for his generous and frank feedback, insights, and
encouragement.

iv

Audition Colorée – David Varga, DCA UTS. 91066581

Introduction _______________________________________________________________ 1
Personal meditations ________________________________________________________ 8
A monoglot’s curse _________________________________________________________ 16
Linguistic diversity and cultural difference _____________________________________ 19
The significance of language loss _____________________________________________ 29
The ‘Universal' and the ‘Global' ______________________________________________ 38
Lingua nullius and the confusion of tongues ____________________________________ 44
The problems of translation __________________________________________________ 48
Linguistic diversity, media and technology _____________________________________ 50
The language of machines ___________________________________________________ 57
Oral languages and environment _____________________________________________ 60
The sensory experience of language ___________________________________________ 66
Beyond factual ____________________________________________________________ 72
Essay film ________________________________________________________________ 80
Pixel poor filmmaking ______________________________________________________ 85
The scientific and digital sublime _____________________________________________ 87
The dream of space ________________________________________________________ 91
Speech music _____________________________________________________________ 95
Exterior and interior multiverses _____________________________________________ 98
Cultures and languages in Audition Colorée _____________________________________ 100
Conclusion ______________________________________________________________ 104
References ______________________________________________________________ 109

v

