READING ALOUD MATTERS

This folio and commentary give me the opportunity to consider one component of my sound/language-
based art practice, that of reading aloud. Reading aloud has become an increasingly central part of how I
consider our relationship with other animals through voice and language. Sound is three dimensional and
fills space, and vocality adds a sonic dimension to a text that transforms reading into a shared spatial

multilingual experience.

Text and Images by Catherine Clover

eading aloud is a component of my art

practice, an art practice that uses
listening as its raw material. Reading
aloud is one response to this | istening
process. It could be suggested that when | read

aloud, | am not listening, but this is not the case.
Only through attentive listening to particular
sites are texts selected for reading aloud. Voice
cannot function fully without listening.

Reading aloud is a physical act that is
spoken and heard; it is social and inclusive. The
texts | am addressing here are not my own writing
but are written by others. These readings take
place out in the real world where multiple species
congregate. In keeping with Donna Haraway’s term
naturecultures, where a constantly changing reality
is manifested and where previous oppositions
merge and blend, the listeners to the readings are
multispecies.

Most of the readings take place
externally, outdoors in the physical worlds of
people and animals and birds and insects, in the
mixed and maladaptive settings of cities: along
streets and in squares, under bridges, in parks
and gardens, beside railway lines. The sounds of
each site blend with my voicing of the words;
voices mix with my own; sometimes my voice is
drowned out and inaudible. Listeners are locals
and visitors, wild and domestic, frequent or
infrequent users of the site, who may be listening
attentively, casually or just in passing. Voice
carries the words on the page but separates from
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them, and communicates independently of them
while restoring the vocal act to writing.

As children we are attentive listeners
to stories: an adult reads to us at bedtime and
we listen, enthralled, as we drift off to sleep
through imaginative worlds. From a young age,
well before we can read for ourselves, we are a
ready audience for listening to the storytelling
voice, to the voice that reads aloud, the voice
that precedes silent reading. We learn to read by
reading aloud yet soon after this achievement
we are expected to stop what we are told is a
bad habit (Perec, Species of Spaces, 177), and
learn to read silently. Perec suggests that this is
‘... no doubt because it smacks overmuch of
application and of effort. Which doesn’t stop
the ... muscles of the vocal cords and the glottis
being activated when we read. Reading remains
inseparable from this labial mimeticism and its
vocal activity — there are texts that should only
be murmured or whispered, others that we
ought to be able to shout or beat time
to.’ (Perec, Species of Spaces, 177)

Reading aloud is not storytelling in
the oral tradition where characters and plot may
change and morph with each re-telling. Reading
aloud is based in the literary tradition of the
written word, where re-tellings are expected to
repeat and repeat the same story over and over
again. The reader mostly reads the same words
each time. | say ‘mostly’ because while the words
on the page remain static, the readerly voice is in
flux and moves through the text differently each



Catherine Clover

Reading Place Aloud rehearsal documentation 2017 CC3.0 Catherine Clover

Catherine Clover and Stephen Barrass
Untaming the Urban collaboration/performance 2016
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time. The reader’s contribution is enactment, not
accuracy with language. | sometimes make
mistakes: | skip a word, | say a word twice, | misread
and | mispronounce. ‘Voice is fundamentally and
expressively paradoxical’ (Neumark, Voicetracks,
8).

Reading aloud means | hear my own
voice, but these texts are not my own language.
My voice coordinates with the words on the
page, words that are assembled and constructed
in a particular way. The words form in my mouth
as | find my way around them and push them out
into the world through the breath. The shape of
the words and my pronunciation affects the
telling. | learned to pronounce the characteristics
of my language, this language, when | was young;
this language and its sounds shape how my
tongue teeth lips jaw and breath enmesh and
coordinate to deliver the words vocally. My lungs
project the sound out into the world.

As these readings do not use my words,
this is not my vernacular or my idiom. So, when |
read aloud in this way, my voice is separated from
language —that is, the language and words | would
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Reading ‘The Birds’ by Daphne du Maurier rehearsal documentation 2014 CC3.0 Catherine Clover
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choose—and | embrace another’s language,
another’s way of articulating. This is not a foreign
language, not a second or third language, but
another means of articulating the same language
that | use every day and that | know intimately.
Reading aloud is voicing a text, adding voice to a
text or, as Adriana Caverero notes above,
reinstating voice in reading. My voice enacts the
author’s language. Reading aloud | animate and
activate the text physically: | choose when to
breathe, to pause, to emphasise a word or phrase
or to diminish another. | choose the pace, the
rhythm and metre, the prosody; the pitch (more
treble here, less bass there), the amplitude and its
choreography (loudly, quietly), the timbre of each
word. | choose duration—how long the sounds will
last and when they will fade. ‘Voice works
intersubjectively, relationally, affectively, and
emotionally — transmitting and moving through us
and between us and others. Voice, which is more
than/different from the speech and the meanings
it may carry, encompasses and transmits both
preverbal and nonverbal vocalisations of intensities
(affects) as well as expression of feelings and
emotions.” (Neumark, Voicetracks, 7)

Through the act of reading aloud my
voice leaves a trace on the words that does not
occur when | read silently. While | grew up in the
suburbs of London, my parents came from the
country, the Scottish Highlands and lochs, and
the flat expanses of Suffolk. | am now a British
migrant living in Australia. When | read aloud, |
am aware of this vocal heritage. My voice
embraces a text that already exists and slightly—
minimally—recalibrates it, just to the left of
centre, over to one side, just a little bit different
from reading silently. | make the text my own
through ‘my body’s capacity to make sound: my
keen awareness of the muscles in my mouth and
the stress-rhythms of the language | grew up in’
(Briggs, This Little Art, 171). | read the language
of the author, | use my voice to coax that
language out into the physical world. Reading
another’s words is a duet perhaps, and certainly
performative; perhaps it is a ventriloquism or
even (could | claim the conceit of) a translation,
in which, as translator Kate Briggs notes, the
authorial position is complicated (Briggs, This
Little Art 34). | am voicing for another who is
physically absent from the site of the reading.

My voice shapes sound to fit the
words on the page. The listeners hear my voice
but may not speak the language of the words. As
a multispecies audience it is unlikely that all who

are present speak the language that | read. But
voice is its own communication and has its own
reach. ... the act of speaking is relational: what it
communicates first and foremost, beyond the
specific content that the words communicate, is
the acoustic, empirical, material relationality of
singular voices’ (Cavarero, For More than one
Voice, 10). Separating voice from language
explodes the boundaries of language so that we
are all, potentially, multi-linguists, breaking with
the regulation of the master code (Braidotti,
Nomadic Theory, 3).
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Catherine  Clover’s multidisciplinary  practice  addresses
communication through voice and language and the interplay
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recording, digital imaging and the spoken/written word she is
exploring an expanded approach to language within species and
across species through a framework of everyday experience. She
teaches at Swinburne University (MA Writing) Melbourne, and
holds a practice led PhD (Fine Art) through RMIT University.
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