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Hildegard Westerkamp began recording and
composing in the early 1970s as a researcher with

R Murray Schafer on his World Soundscape Project
at Simon Fraser University, Canada. The research
was published as Schafer’s The Tuning Of The Worid
(1977), a seminal work in the field of soundscape
composition. Westerkamp worked at Vancouver
Co-operative Radio, which provided a platform for the
early soundscapists to broadcast their recordings in
her programme Soundwalking (1978-79). Her music
fits the genre of soundscape composition, but as
Westerkamp writes, that is something hard to define.
Much more than just composing with ecological field
recordings, it comments on the acoustic health of our
environment. It partners — but is distinct from — the
science of acoustic ecology. Created by composers
and musicians rather than scientists, music is at

its heart. It expresses a sense of place where the
composer has spent considerable time and includes
an aesthetic abstraction of the recorded sounds.
Westerkamp has been transforming environmental
sounds into music for some 50 years, such as the
tiny sounds of barnacles on Kits Beach (1989) and
the silence of industrial ghost towns around British
Columbia for At The Edge Of Wilderness (2000).

Breaking News is Westerkamp's first new release in
almost 20 years. She describes it as a retrospective of
her work in which she challenges the gloomy style of
broadcasting news bulletins and promotes the telling
of hard-hitting news stories in more positive ways.
The album features sounds of children and includes a
dramatic event, the birth of her first grandchild, soon
after 9/11. It comprises five tracks of storyised music
- news related as a collage of narrative excerpts,
musical phrases and electronic effects with slices of
poetry, children’s stories, recordings of the ocean,
singing, birdsong and carefully crafted electronic
manipulations. Westerkamp focuses on giving voice
to the fragile, neglected and rarely heard, seeking
life-affirming energy in the politics of disaster.

The opening three minute title track, based on the
events of 11 September 2001, features the cries and
breath of a newborn baby, over a hum of the earth
bass pulse, with metallic swoops and an incongruously
menacing drone that swings rhythmically left and
right over snatches of traditional folk singing as
the ocean trickles in and out of earshot. This sonic
theme runs throughout the album, contrasting sweet
child and nature sounds with threatening drones and
dissonant electronic pulses. In “MotherVaice Talk”
elderly women relate their life stories in different
languages — German, English, Japanese — as their
adult offspring express, through abstracted sound
and tone, the love, frustration and anxiety that the

mother/child relationship evokes. Westerkamp uses
simple electronic treatments to convey space, such
as the words “several years went by” drifting into the
distance in a wash of extending reverberation, backed
with the ocean and squawking gulls. The real-time
manipulation of a resonance filter creates gentle
jangling bell-like ripples, with the same attention to
tiny sounds in all Westerkamp’s work. “Moments Of
Laughter” explores the cyclical mutually imitative
interaction of mother/baby sounds, becoming at
times more like an educational programme about the
development of speech, and it takes a feat of reduced
or deep listening techniques to remain focused on the
musical aesthetic of the sounds presented.

“Once Upon ATime” incorporates a children’s tale,
“The Girl, The Witch And The Magic Bird”, and shows
how a story can become music when freed from the
rules of storytelling. Narrated by several child voices
in short repeating phrases, synthesized, interjecting,
overlapping, echoing left and right, it transports the
listener on a journey into sonic fantasy. Westerkamp
has written much over the years about the sound
journey and where it can take you if your imagination
will allow it. This particular enchanting adventure is
summarised in her simple conclusion, “everyone had
forgotten about their fashionable headphones and the
witch’s music”.

The final track “Ecole Polytechnique” is a powerful
reflection on the breaking news of the shocking anti-
feminist Montreal college shooting of women in 1989.
Uplifting sounds of nature, water, birdsong, sustained
choral soprano, merge into dark, threatening textures
from orchestral instruments. Joyful bell peels morph
into urgent clanging, reminiscent of Schafer and
Westerkamp’s research into the contrasting cultural
meanings of bell tolling sounds around the world.
Cycled drones and gasps with irregular tempo changes
develop into a collage of global news bulletin excerpts,
amontage of manipulated siren sounds and an emotive
assembly of young voices reciting prayers. This track
encapsulates Westerkamp's intention to focus on
ways to find positive energy in tragic circumstances.

The transformation of Westerkamp's sounds into
music always returns to a spoken narrative on the
nature of sound and its relationship to place. She
explains the essence of soundscape composition as
“the artistic, sonic transmission of meanings about
place, time, environment and listening perception”.
Breaking News invites the listener to surrender to
a journey to the place and time of the recording,
transitioning into an abstraction of the original
sounds, guided by her studio practice with looping,
filtering, equalising, resonating, reverberating. It
brings all the technique, sound research and creative
thinking of a career spanning half a century into the
present moment where for Westerkamp, headphones
are still for listening, not fashion. O
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