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Background noise sits in a liminal space between silence and sound. It is a presence often 

brought to one’s attention only through its sudden absence. It is an unnoticed, yet pervasive 

element of the contemporary auditory environment. This silent, sometimes silencing audio 

anomaly is the focal point of Justin St. Clair’s Sound and Aural Media in Postmodern 

Literature: Novel Listening. In Novel Listening St. Clair champions the need for an increase in 

critical attention towards the marginalised field of sound studies and for a greater emphasis on 

creating an interdisciplinary dialogue within sound studies work. That St. Clair’s effort to 

open up this dialog takes as its focus the visual medium of print may seem counterintuitive. 

However, Novel Listening cogently demonstrates how the diachronic demands of print force 

readers to attend to sounds in a more individual, focused manner than media which have a 

number of competing sonic layers.  

St. Clair shows this literary capacity in action by turning to postmodern authors such as 

Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo, William Gaddis, Philip K. Dick, and Ishmael Reed, writers 

whose works exhibit both an ‘aural fixation’ with the twentieth-century soundscape and an 

unease towards media which, in the last century, served to challenge the cultural prominence 

of literature.
1
 This tension between a desire to replicate postmodernity’s sonic environment in 

writing and a wariness of the sound technologies responsible for that environment manifests 

itself in a ‘dialectic of heterophonia’ in St. Clair’s chosen texts, a tendency to incorporate 

audio media within the literary works while simultaneously critiquing those media.
2
 

What these critiques collectively create is a portrait of a postmodern culture inattentive to 

the audio signals which permeate daily life, audio signals which can function as tools of aural 

manipulation in the form of advertising or mood alteration. Each of Novel Listening’s four 

chapters takes as its focus one specific source of background sound (player pianos, radio, 

television audio, or Muzak) in order to probe the ‘danger of cultural deafness’ while 

concurrently plotting a history of background sound’s impact on twentieth-century listening 

habits.
3
 In his first chapter, St. Clair looks to Vonnegut’s Player Piano, Dick’s We Can Build 

You, and Gaddis’s Agapē Agape as reflections on the player piano’s role in reconfiguring the 

American sonic landscape. The player piano, in introducing programmed background sound 

and reducing the need for musical literacy by replacing musicians with machines, led to the 

rise of audiences that unconsciously hear – rather than actively listen to – the sounds around 

them. The critiques mounted by the novels in St. Clair’s first chapter challenge readers to 

reverse this trend, to become conscious, critical listeners to audio backdrops. 

Chapter two turns to radio, examining how Reed’s Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, 

Dick’s Radio Free Albemuth, and DeLillo’s White Noise cast the medium as one with ‘an 

uncanny ability to speak for – and speak through – the American populace’.
4
 St. Clair 

contends that radio creates a feedback loop where listeners absentmindedly and uncritically 

hear then ventriloquise the discourse of radio broadcasts. Radio outlets then utilise these 

repeated viewpoints in coverage said to reflect popular opinion. Echoing these claims, 

characters in St. Clair’s radio-centric novels become mobile mouthpieces for radio material, 

parroting radio reports to one another, repeating the content of radio advertisements, and 

continually adapting their understanding of the events around them to fit the latest radio news 

narratives. 

 Novel Listening’s final two chapters deal more directly with the use of background sound 

in postmodern fiction as a tool of auditory manipulation and, thus, represent the book’s two 

strongest chapters in terms of assessing the dangers of often unnoticed audio emanations. The 
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third chapter sees a return to DeLillo and his depiction of television audio as the broadcast 

component which scripts the viewer/listener emotional response to visual content. St. Clair 

shows how by muting the TV audio within his novels and juxtaposing TV visuals with 

contrasting audio backdrops, DeLillo is able to re-programme the meaning of TV 

programming and can thus reveal how audio shapes and can reshape the emotional and 

cognitive encounter with the visual. 

St. Clair’s final chapter expands his exploration of the relationship between sound and 

mental programming, looking to Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow and the Crying of Lot 49 to 

show the undercurrents of audio stimulus conditioning at work in both texts. St. Clair places 

these readings in dialogue with a brief, unsettling history of the Muzak Corporation, from its 

genesis in close relationship with twentieth-century military-industrial interests, to its 

eventual ubiquity in the office spaces of major American corporations. Taking its cues from 

the disquieting depictions of sonic manipulation in Pynchon’s texts, Novel Listening’s most 

damning assessment of background sound technologies is directed at Muzak. Muzak is 

framed as insidious both in its capability to induce silence by providing a constant din of 

unnoticed sound and in its use as a mood-altering and productivity-boosting strategy in the 

workspace. It is, for St. Clair, a work-around for improving employee moral and output 

without improving the working environment. ‘There is a difference’, he writes, ‘between 

manipulating the environment to influence productivity (by providing ergonomic workspaces, 

for example) and manipulating the employees’, concluding that Muzak is not the sonic 

remodelling of a space, but the ‘psychological remodelling’ of its inhabitants.
5
 

Like the sudden awareness of a long-present background hum or the jarring arrival of 

silence which calls to attention the new absence of previously unnoticed sound, Novel 

Listening is both surprising and revealing. One could be forgiven for initial scepticism at what 

critical mileage might be gotten out of examining seemingly innocuous background sounds 

and their place in a silent medium. Yet the way Novel Listening reveals the error of that very 

scepticism is what makes the work so impressive. St. Clair cleverly identifies how literature 

makes the reader tune in to this tuned-out audio channel. His archive masterfully interrogates 

how these silent sounds can subconsciously act upon their listeners in a manner which is 

anything but innocuous. Combating St. Clair’s fears of cultural deafness, Novel Listening’s 

readings open our ears to how much of the contemporary soundscape is, in a subjective sense, 

both sound and silence, heard and unheard noise. 

St. Clair concludes Novel Listening wondering if the complicated heterophonia at work in 

postmodern fiction will be a facet of twenty-first century aesthetics, if the cut-and-paste 

techniques and mentality of digital media might signal the end of the uneasy tensions and 

complicated remediations which underpin the dialectic of heterophonia. Whatever the fate of 

the heterophonic novel, Novel Listening makes good on illuminating the rich critical 

possibilities afforded by attending to the sounds of print, and its insights into the sonic 

character of postmodern fiction should undoubtedly make any literary-minded reader’s ears 

prick up. 

 

Notes

 
1 Justin St. Clair, Sound and Aural Media in Postmodern Literature: Novel Listening (New York: Routledge, 

2013), p. 2. 
2 St. Clair, p. 13. 
3 St. Clair, p. 11.  
4 St. Clair, p. 48. 
5
 St. Clair, p. 147.  

 



Review: Sound and Aural Media in Postmodern Literature 

__________________________________________________________________ 

4 

Bibliography 

 
St. Clair, Justin, Sound and Aural Media in Postmodern Literature: Novel Listening (New York: Routledge, 

2013). 

 

***** 
 

Biography 

 
Nicholas Kelly is undertaking a PhD at the University of Iowa. His research focuses on digital media 

and the intersections between technology and literature in culture. His current major research project 

examines depictions of computer hackers in literature and popular media over the last 50 years. 


