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Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry is an
open access, peer-reviewed, international journal that is,
first and foremost, dedicated to the publication of writings
and similar creative works on affect by degree-seeking
students (Masters, PhD, brilliant undergraduates) across
any and all academic disciplines. Secondarily, the
journal also welcomes contributions from early-career
researchers, recent post-graduates, those approaching
their study of affect independent of academia (by choice
or not), and, on occasion, an established scholar with an
‘emerging’ idea that opens up new avenues for affect
inquiry. The principal aim of Capacious is to ‘make room’
for a wide diversity of approaches and emerging voices
to engage with ongoing conversations in and around
affect studies.

This journal will champion work that resists:

* the critical ossification of affect inquiry into rigid
theoretical postures

¢ the same dreary citational genealogies

¢ any too assured reiteration of disciplinary
orthodoxies

The journal will always encourage the energies and
enthusiasms, the fresh perspectives and provocations
that younger scholars so often bring to bear on affect
within and across unique and sometimes divergent
fields of intellectual endeavor. Capacious seeks to
avoid issuing formal ‘calls for papers’ and ‘special
theme issues.” Submissions to this journal are accepted
at anytime and are welcome to pursue any and all topic
areas or approaches relating to affect.

Our not-so-secret wish is that essays and issues will
forever remain capacious and rangy: emerging from
various disciplines and conceptual [tJangles. Indeed, our
aim for every journal issue would be that its collected
essays not really coalesce all that much, but rather rub
up against one another unexpectedly or shoot past
each other without ever touching on quite the same
disciplinary procedures, theoretical presuppositions or
subject matter.

Capacious shall always endeavor to promote diverse
bloom-spaces for affect’s study over the dulling hum of
any specific orthodoxy. From our own editorial practices
down through the interstices of this journal’s contents,
the Capacious ethos is most thoroughly engaged by
those critical-affective undertakings that find ways of
‘making room.’
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ROCWM TONIE

Joey Orr
SPENCER MUSEUM OF ART, UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS

The sound of someone’s breathing has become noticeable. It’s not labored or
erratic, but we are all standing close together without speaking and have been
for more than a minute now, if I'm gauging time correctly. As the sound drifts
out of focus, I shift my weight from my right foot to my left. I don’t need to do
this, but I do. Someone in front of me looks across the studio at something, then
abruptly at something else. There’s nothing special to notice where she’s looking.
Just the room where we’ve all been standing since the interview first started over
an hour ago. Although in some ways the glances are connected to my shifting
stance after I noticed someone breathing, these subtle gestures do not form a
causal chain. They are interchanges of sorts, but not conversations exactly. They
are both the conduits and artifacts of our co-presence, the inhabiting of our
spatial coincidence. When we disperse, these low-level connections that mostly
exist under the surface of consciousness will release, like the gentle untangling
of tentacles in a submarine river, lightly touching and sending impulses to others

moving into, out of, or otherwise occupying our spaces.

To my right is the artist I've been interviewing. When being recorded, studio
visits are less ambulatory and try to get directly at what’s critical or central to
the work. People can feel very closely connected based on such truncated and
impactful exchanges. But I wonder how much time we’ve actually spent together

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)



49 Room Tone

if we added up all of the hours we’ve talked about his practice and the possibilities
of working together. Days? Weeks? A month of hours? Is that possible? My col-
league, whom I have worked with for years, is bent over the recording equipment.
Can it require that degree of focus while we’re just recording sound? He seems

suddenly unfamiliar to me. I rub my eyes.

Traveling for weeks conducting studio visits and interviews for an upcoming
exhibition, we had almost finished shooting the last interview, but there remained
one more thing to record. So, my colleague announced, “Just going to get some
room tone, now.” This is a signal for everyone to be still and quiet so we can re-
cord the sound of the room. If we need to add content later or pause a voice-over
while rolling video when we edit the interview, we need the same background
noise from the original shoot to make every cut in the interview sound seamless.
Without the sound of the original location of recording, the cuts and pauses will
sound like dead air or a failure of the equipment in the final cut. So, we take a
sample of the sound of the room.

It is best to have the microphones exactly where they were during most of the
interview, so that the sounds of the space of the interview correspond as closely
to the room tone as possible. It is also best if everyone is still present, so it is a
great equalizer among the various forms of labor going on. For thirty seconds
to a couple of minutes then, we all just stand or sit, more or less where we had
been for the last hour or so, without speaking, while room tone is recorded. This
can feel awkward, especially if the ritual is unexpected and unknown to anyone
present for the shoot. The short recording of silence rarely feels short or silent.

While busily engaged in barely perceptible exchanges, each of us is absorbing
a certain amount of the ambient sounds bouncing around the room, whether
produced by the world outside or the building itself. Whatever is or is not hap-
pening, that moment is filled with relation, and the tone is not possible without
the contours that are producing it. Like an aural ingerprint, it is an audio index
not only of the room, but of our presence in the room. In fact, ‘presence’ is an-
other name for it.

Breathing and other elusive signals of our presence, which can also include the

emergence and disappearance of thoughts and feelings, are low-level sensations
that can be exchanged with other people at varying levels of consciousness. Think

CAPACIOUS



Joey Orr 50

of occupying a small elevator with someone else when no one is speaking. A lot
of things happen then. When you drink coffee and read the newspaper or surf the
Internet with someone you are close to, you are only intermittently conscious of
your behaviors and how they are impacting one another. Yet, when you speak,
a context has been established. The ongoing exchange of these vitality affects
creates a baseline that subtly maintains a connection with others in the present
moment. It establishes a shared continuum around which more emphatic actions
or emotions can register at the level of consciousness when they occur. Though
largely unnoticed, we generate a kind of white noise when we are with others. It

can take the form of a fleeting sound as likely as a fluctuating sensation.

Acoustic ecologist Gordon Hempton understands that silence is teeming with
information. He says, “Silence is a sound, many, many sounds” (Hempton and
Grossman 2010, 2). Psychoanalytic theorist and psychiatrist Daniel N. Stern knew
something similar about the now-ness of the present moment. In a series of in-
terviews, he asked people to recount something mundane, like their breakfast
that day. Discrete thoughts or events were experienced as seconds-long periods
of time before the onset of another string of thoughts or challenges. Stern and his
interviewees would graph the sensations, thoughts, memories, and feelings in a
present moment, and these ended up looking like “a symphonic musical score with
many things going on simultaneously” (Stern 2004, 10). Although our present
moments are commonplace and last only several seconds, they can be filled with
activity (Stern 2004).

If this all sounds humdrum, it is. But we each have individual styles for dealing
with these fluctuating intensities, and our affective dialects are how we establish
and negotiate meaning with others. To quote Annie Dillard, “How we spend our
days is, of course, how we spend our lives. What we do with this hour, and that
one, is what we are doing” (1989, 32). In this instance, however, the compari-
son is scaled down to its smallest interval. How we exist with each other in the
always-emergent-seconds of the present moment is how we build and maintain
attachments that enable us to establish mutuality with others. Our lived human
experience might be considered an accretion or amplification of these micro-mo-
ments.

The recording of room tone is one of the rare instances when such experiences
are intentionally and systematically documented. Of course, it was not created for
the purpose of making an audio record of something as elusive as the exchange
of vitality affects. When editing recordings of people’s grunts and stutters and
pauses into more coherent articulations, it helps smooth out the editorial cuts.
The video might work without it: if you cover with the right music, for example.



51 Room Tone

But ambient sound, composed or documented, does what vitality affects do. It is
a threshold around which all other actions and statements cohere. Even though
it takes the form of a brief moment of silence, the expression of background
togetherness gives all other interactions their meaning. This recorded present
moment, like all present moments, is both fleeting and all that exists, both elusive
and pervasive. Although this present moment is mundane and abbreviated, it
builds relation and so is finally constitutional (Stern, 2000 and Widldcher, 2002).
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