
 
 

 
Cacophonetics 

 
 
                       Description and purpose 
 
The main objective of this project is to raise awareness within the urban society for a phenomenon which is not 
unknown but nonetheless baneful: endemic noise pollution and its effects, both physiological and psychological, on 
individuals and communities. 
 
The term “noise pollution” denotes excessive and disturbing sounds, usually created by specific human actions, which 
have pernicious effects on people’s auditive, physical and mental health. Typical sources of noise pollution are: car 
traffic and other means of transportation, industrial processes, construction work, large crowds, amusement parks 
and other places of leisure, and so forth. 
 

“Cacophonetics” must be understood as an audio-repulsive and idiosyncratic manifestation with a communicative 
focus on metropoles. 

 
The etymology combines two Greek terms: cacophony and phonetics. The former belongs to the field of 
“phonaesthetics,” or the aesthetics of sound, and signifies the opposite of euphony. The latter refers to the physical 
study of sounds in human discourse. 
The term cacophony (dissonance) itself is a composition of the Greek words κακο ́ς, meaning horrendous, 
displeasing, and  φωνη, meaning sound. 
Phonetics – based on the same Greek root for sound – are a linguistic field devoted to the study of creation and 
perception of sounds, specifically in language; be it from a physiological, acoustic or historical point of view, or with 
regard to physical manifestations of sound. 
If the acoustic appearance and the aural expressions of a city are seen as its own autochthonous language, then it can 
be treated as any other linguistic construct. This, in turn, imbues urban sounds with sociocultural and economic 
semantics, which come together to create “environmental noise”. 
However, this institutionalized terminology is, in my opinion, nothing more than a euphemism erring between 
convention and acceptance for what really should be called “noise pollution” – a phenomenon requiring to be 
considered, discussed and thus precisely analyzed as such. 
These acoustic messages of geographical and cultural co-dependence define the singular character of communication 
in an urban context. 
In the aural chaos, natural conditions within a clearly defined environment are irreversibly changed. Hence, the 
phenomenon must be called endemic. 
Though noise does not accumulate, circulate and perdure over time and space as other forms of pollution do, it still 
causes pathologies which severely damage the quality of life for people and animals in the area. 
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I venture to coin the phrase “phonetic illiteracy” in order to posit, clarify and affirm the continuous and seemingly 
inevitable “hierarchy of senses.” Thus, assuming the individual’s ability to fully use the physiological mechanisms of 
perception, the following figure may be drawn: 
 
 
 
 



 
 
      

 
 
 

“Open your senses by closing your eyes.” 
 
 
 
 
Based on this hierarchy, it stands to believe that there exists an automatic sensorial filtration with regard to external 
stimuli, resulting in an incomplete reception of the information complex surrounding us. Hence my motivation to 
restrict the channels of perception and, with this purely acoustic piece, to sincerely invite the public to open their ears 
and to let themselves be engulfed by the unique aural scenery of Mexico City. 
 
Various international organizations warn that prolonged exposure to noise pollution can cause not only a significant 
loss of hearing ability but also disorders of physiological and of psychological nature (paranoia, perversion). A study 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) concludes that 50 dB should be regarded as upper limit for durable 
exposure (cf. Figure below). 
 
Other studies carried out by the European Union in 2005 find that 80 million people are daily exposed to 
environmental noise exceeding 65 dB and that another 170 million are exposed to levels of 55 to 65 dB. 
 
In Germany and in Spain, to name but an example, levels of noise are restricted to 55 dB. Louder sounds are 
considered to be detrimental to rest, stability and communication. 
 
     
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The development of the project comprises four distinct types of realizations, which – though independent in their 
conception, distribution and form – share as a common core the term discussed here: “Cacophonetics”. 
 
1)           Understanding sounds / Acoustic appreciation 
 
Using various exclusively acoustic installations, strategically placed throughout the city, in this case Mexico City, the 
goal is to trifle with the acoustic public space in different ways. 
a) Install hidden loudspeakers in socioculturally diverging spots in order to reproduce characteristic sounds 

pertaining to other places of Mexico D.F. 
For example: Play sounds from the Mercado de la Merced over the Paseo de la Reforma.  

b) Use speakers in highly congested areas to reproduce sound patterns at variable frequencies and volume. This to 
the end of triggering confusion and consternation among passers-by. 
For example: - in the vicinity of the Bellas Artes, reproduce car horns and street merchants’ shouts at even louder 
volume than usual. 
- around construction sites, enhance the roars of machines and engines using speakers. 

c) Generate feedback in the perimeter Distrito Federal, where adverse biospheres collide. Nature and civilization 
interact (innumerable geographical sectors illustrate this point). 

     rivers <> residential areas 
     groves <> motorways 

     hills <> construction sites 
For example: Install microphones in the Parque México and surrounding streets, so that, where the raised beds 

are, feedback from the two sound sources resonates. 



d) Reproduce natural sounds in distinctly urban spaces. 
For example: In public transport there sings the natural ecosystem of the glorious Selva Lacandona . 

 
2)            Reproduction and aural transmission of Mexico City 
 
Based on the method of transmitting an acoustic semblance of the metropolis and its simultaneous reproduction 
“over an aural map” within a cultural space – be it a museum or a gallery –, the aim is to raise awareness and better 
understanding for the urban “tonal collage”. Thus, the aural map shall be a form of calligraphy, a silhouette of the 
capital city and its boroughs. This “sonography” shall be drawn with small speakers hanging on a wall and, in this 
fashion, retrace the borders between the boroughs. This method accentuates the activity, the behavior and the aural 
character of the various sociocultural schemes that are represented in different spots of the city. It may be called an 
acoustic radiography to reveal the metropolitan audiometer. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Outside = City <> City = Inside 
 
 



 
 
3)             Cacophonetics: “Let it sound” 
 
Based on the data collected during the project, there shall be held a multichannel live presentation in absolute 
darkness. This is done to raise awareness for the aural perception by blocking or at least isolating the visual sense 
inside the room. This practice of combining a heterogeneous conglomerate of baneful noises with the normal 
acoustic cityscape shall be understood as “the demonstration a posteriori” of what Cacophonetics are. 
 
 
4)            Cacophonetics: Term and repercussion 
 
Explanatory presentations about the project, its development and concept. 
Both the methodology and the objectives of the project must be explained and discussed. 
Academic activities to connect with the community and with the private sector may also be considered. 
 
 
 
 
Objectives 
 
 
This paragraph has to be separated in two distinct fields, the social one and the artistic one. With regard to the 
former, the project is designed to raise awareness within various parts of urban society for the causes and 
consequences of noise pollution as a baneful phenomenon with a nearly irreversible effect on individuals and 
communities. 
Nevertheless the documentation and accentuation of urban sounds, not only in the negative sense of a “cacophony” 
but also in their full diversity and cultural riches, bears relevance. The reconstruction of sounds seeks to create a 
worthy, representative and structured collection of the idiosyncratic sounds that characterize the city – sounds which, 
by themselves or together, evoke associations and recreate atmospheres. 
 
In terms of art, the challenge is to achieve all the aforementioned by creating pieces with a unique character which 
nevertheless succeed in conveying a message and fulfill the goals of the project. 
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