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​Quic oc tlamati noyollo:
nic caqui in cuicatl,
nic itta in xochitl.
Maca in cuetlahuia in tlalticpac!

Finally, my heart understands:
I hear a chant,
I contemplate a flower.
I hope they won’t wither!

—Nezahualcoyotl
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Introduction: ​Questions About the Circulation 
of Knowledge at the Sonic Turn

I suppose an archive gives you a kind of valley
in which your thoughts can bounce back to you, transformed.
You whisper intuitions and thoughts into the emptiness,
hoping to hear something back.
—Valeria Luiselli, Lost Children Archive (2019)

As a scholar, a question I often get when presenting my research is “What 
is your archive?” The question seldom refers to any physical repository 
safeguarding documents or materials, and my response rarely mentions 
those kinds of archival ventures. Instead, my answer usually highlights the 
collections of materials, embodied practices, archival constellations, and 
overall performance complexes that one gathers or concocts when work-
ing on a particular project but that are very rarely confined to the bound
aries of one specific repository. Terry Cook conceptualizes the difference 
between these two formations by using the terms archive versus archive(s). 
He argues that scholars engage an archive as a “metaphorical symbol, as 
a representation of identity, or as the recorded memory production of 
some person or group or culture,” while archive(s) refers to the “history 
of the archive, from [its] initial creation or inscription to its appearance 
in the archival reference room, [and] the internal concepts and processes 
that animate actual archivists working inside real archives . . . ​, or of the 



2  Introduction

distinct body of professional ideas and practices those archivists follow, or 
of the impact all this has on shaping both the surviving record and histori-
cal knowledge.”1 Cook’s explanation does not simply differentiate between 
the archive as a scholarly formation and the archive(s) as a physical reposi-
tory that is also legible as an embodiment of the histories and epistemes 
that provide it with cultural capital; by addressing the history behind the 
physical creation of a particular archival space, he alludes to labor as one 
of the most significant considerations in understanding the differences be-
tween these two types of archival entities. Achille Mbembe has also writ-
ten about archives in the plural to refer to “a building, symbol of a public 
institution [as well as] a collection of documents . . . ​kept in this build-
ing,” highlighting the labor involved in “convert[ing] a certain number of 
documents into items judged to be worthy of preserving and keeping in 
a public place, where they can be consulted according to well-established 
procedures and regulations.”2 Both Cook’s and Mbembe’s descriptions 
of the archive and the archive(s) take place within a larger interrogation 
of their apparent transparency. On the one hand, this critique is aimed at 
finding out how scholars mediate the information kept in these archives 
as they use it to support and develop larger narratives. On the other, it is 
also about rendering visible how, by appraising, selecting, curating, encod-
ing, and classifying records, and by developing databases and implement-
ing retrieval strategies, the archivist determines “what the future will know 
about its past: who will have a continuing voice and who will be silenced.”3 
Labor in both cases—in the archiving and the retrieving, in the constitu-
tion of the archive’s materiality and in the construction of a narrative spell 
based on the documents it stores—is the powerful performative agent that 
transforms documents into systems of information and normativity.

The Archive and the Aural City articulates both the archive and the 
archive(s) and pays special attention to the kinds of labor required for their 
construction as material and epistemic entities. Throughout this book, I 
work with a general assumption that archives are collections of objects or 
documents that allow for the development of certain interpretations of 
reality or the performance of reality. Rather than ascribing any type of on-
tological meaning to the documents archives preserve, I take as my point of 
departure that such materials acquire meaning only relationally and in tan-
dem with the agency and labor of the individuals who engage them. How-
ever, I propose that archives also have a certain agency derived from their 
own design and their status as disciplining and validating institutions. This 
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archival agency often guides how individuals engage with them and under-
stand the documents stored within them. Thus, I see archives as systems 
that make information legible based on particular epistemic placeholders 
that, as Gary Tomlinson states, “can create specific systems of information 
that give rise to their own internal developmental tendencies and vectors, 
depending on the cognitive, bodily, and environmental constraints they in-
volve.”4 In that sense, archives are often closed or circular systems; they are 
meant to reproduce themselves and the epistemic placeholders that keep 
them together. Within this paradigm, one may understand a wide variety 
of cultural practices as archives.

Memes, those fair-use remixed image-icons that circulate abundantly 
over the internet, are very good examples of this dynamic. They work 
because they refer to widely shared epistemic placeholders, including ideas 
about teleology, essentialism, identity, complexity, and so on. Thus, one 
could also consider memes as archives of the values that justify those epis-
temic placeholders. It is precisely the circular character of the meme as a 
cultural practice—the way in which they are validated by but also revalidate 
the values that make them work—that makes it a straightforward example 
of one of the quintessential paradoxes of archives: the gathering and clas-
sifying of information that continues to reproduce these epistemic place-
holders; in turn, these conventions prevent the production of alternative 
and potentially more innovative forms of knowledge. Are these placehold-
ers the seed of the self-destruction of the archive and the archive(s) or of 
the dissolution of the logic that makes them useful within specific para-
digms of knowledge production? Cristina Rivera Garza argues in favor of 
this conceptualization when she states that “with its materiality on its back, 
the archive frequently obstructs the linear activity of the narration, mak-
ing its development problematic, raising questions that are precisely those 
of its own production.”5 By focusing on the way in which the archive(s)’ 
materiality and its history tarnish the way in which the very narrative it is 
supposed to validate is produced, Rivera Garza seems to take aim at the 
archive(s)’ circular logic and to infer that the key for its deconstruction lies 
within itself and the labor that makes it possible.

In consonance with Rivera Garza’s “anarchival” dictum, the central goal 
of this book is to find out and explore ways to open those closed or circular 
systems in order to make the documents they store and the information they 
generate legible in productive ways that transcend the circularity of its 
epistemic dynamics.6 In other words, this book focuses on how, as Kirsten 
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Weld proposes in the case of Guatemalan secret police archives, records 
produced for social control can be repurposed as “tools of social reckon-
ing,” and how “what matters most about such archives is not their sup-
posedly depersonalized, abstract exercise of panoptical control but rather 
their use-value by real humans.”7 This book launches this exploration in 
the context of archives that store sound and the particular types of media-
tion that inform the production and circulation of knowledge in and about 
Mexico and Latin America at the sonic turn in the humanities and social 
sciences. I also argue that this sonic turn has motivated the development 
of an Aural City (Ciudad Aural), an urban intellectual elite that seeks to re-
evaluate prevalent visuo-centric and logocentric ideas about understand-
ing and representing the world from a locus provided by sound and listen-
ing as a type of epistemic labor. Thus, The Archive and the Aural City sits 
at the intersection of archives, archival labor, and aurality to question the 
viability of an epistemic project that, by attending to the power of listening 
to perform and sound alternative types of knowledge, may be able to by-
pass the epistemic and political shortcomings of what Ángel Rama termed 
the Lettered City (Ciudad Letrada).8

The development of new sound recording technologies at the end of 
the nineteenth century revolutionized musicological and ethnographic re-
search and the possibilities of documenting, storing, copying, and circulat-
ing music, speech, and sound. The establishment of the first sound archives 
soon after slowly allowed for an unprecedented access to musical practices 
from around the globe and the development of new forms of knowledge 
in relation to and framed by nation- and empire-building projects. A new 
type of relation between sonic practices and listening individuals began to 
develop out of the schizophonic mediations that modern sound objects—
such as the wax cylinder—entailed.9 Based on the notion that archives are 
never stable nor complete and that they only speak through practices of in-
teraction, this book interrogates the work of traditional sound archives but 
also contributes to expanding the notion of what a sound archive could be 
and do.

The Archival Turn

Historians have a methodologically critical relationship with the evidence 
they find in the archives. As Martin Johnes explains, historians always 
“read between the lines, . . . ​examine the way a source says things and 
consider its relationship to wider social, cultural and political contexts.”10 
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Nonetheless, the interrogation of the archive initiated by Michel Fou-
cault and Jacques Derrida in the late 1960s through the mid-1990s brought 
about a radical reconceptualization of the archive that had profound con-
sequences, not only for and among historians, but also for the humanities 
and social sciences more generally. This move is central to the unfolding 
of what scholars in a wide variety of disciplines have termed the archival 
turn.11 In his critique of structuralism, a philosophical system that neglects 
historical events in an effort to highlight the presumed structures, patterns, 
and dynamics underlying all of human activity, Foucault suggested that al-
though “history has no ‘meaning’ . . . ​it is intelligible and should be suscep-
tible of analysis down to the smallest detail—but this in accordance with 
the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies, and tactics.”12 Indeed, for him, 
rather than emphasizing the symbolic field or any signifying structure, 
critical inquiry should focus on the power relations that authenticate and 
render specific regimes of knowledge meaningful. As such, the archive(s) 
as an institution that aspires to a timeless totality is actually a reflection of 
the power relations that shape the regimes of knowledge that the archives 
aim to represent, become an icon of, and, in its attempt to render time im-
mobile, end up reproducing.

In his continuation of this critique, Derrida also understands the ar-
chive as a place of violence. However, rather than focusing on it as an epis-
temic practice, he takes into account the materiality of the archives, stating 
that “there is no archive without a place of consignation, without a tech-
nique of repetition and without a certain exteriority,” to contend that “the 
technical structure of the archiving archive also determines the structure of 
the archivable content even in its very coming into existence and in its re-
lationship to the future.”13 For Derrida, the performative logic of repetition 
that provides the archive with its aura of memory bank and authenticity is 
intrinsically connected to the compulsive repetition in Sigmund Freud’s 
death drive and thus to a sense of inevitable self-annihilation. Thus, the 
desire for origins that drives many into the archive(s) leads to a type of fe-
tishization of its space, its holdings, and its sense of timeless transcendence 
that renders it discursively unproductive and invites oblivion rather than 
memory.

More than a challenge to the faith in the factual positivity of the materi-
als held in archives, the radical character of Foucault’s and Derrida’s theo-
retical interventions lies in their questioning of the assumed stability of 
archives and the discursive regimes that archival labor engenders. It is in 
that sense that their ideas came to disrupt the work of traditional historians 
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and their narrative assertions. This archival turn, the understanding of the 
archive and archive(s) as systems of rules and epistemic placeholders that 
inconspicuously regulate what one can and cannot say, has led histori-
ans to reflect on the discursive implications of their archival labor more 
consistently and systematically. If the archive and archive(s) tended to 
be phantasmatic presences in the work of historians, as Martin Johnes has 
argued, the archival turn not only rendered them visible but also placed 
them at the center of these scholars’ intellectual conversations and made 
them subjects of study themselves.14

Through the first two decades of the twenty-first century, this recon-
ceptualization of the archive and the archive(s) has gained traction in a 
wide variety of disciplines across the humanities and social sciences, 
making them into influential concepts and analytical tools. In this trans-
disciplinary reincarnation, the archive and the archive(s) have taken on 
broader meanings. This has made them focal points for innovative explora-
tions of identity, belonging, memory, tradition, communication, regulation, 
subjectivity, borders, and so on, in many historical and cultural settings, 
from colonial encounters, nation-building efforts, and canonic formations 
to political protests, the curation of art exhibits, and the performance of 
expressive culture. Thus, besides their character as institutions, reposito-
ries, collections, storage spaces, information networks, and constellations, 
the archive and the archive(s) have also become metaphors to talk about 
the production, transmission, and circulation of knowledge within larger 
power dynamics in a wide variety of texts, practices, plots, scenarios, and 
objects.15

The Archive and the Aural City embraces both, the reconceptualiza-
tion of the archive and archive(s) as well as the challenge to understand 
other cultural, material, and virtual formations as archives. Here, the ar-
chive works as an episteme and as a metaphor that, as Daniel Marshall 
and Zeb Tortorici allege, allows “material[s to get] turned into something 
else: evidence or loss, history or an inspiration to do history differently.”16 
Highlighting this performativity of the archive and the archival labor 
behind its production and usage, the case studies in this book explore in-
ternet networks, musical instruments, museum exhibits, and books and the 
performance complexes around them, as well as institutional and alterna-
tive repositories, as material, epistemic, and metaphoric archives.

Coming back to the issue about defining one’s archive with which I 
opened this introductory chapter may be a productive way to clarify the 
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concerns that first got me interested in interrogating sound archives. For 
that matter, I reformulate the original question: What does it mean to ask 
someone what their archive is? What does it mean for someone to de-
fine their archive? The most normative answer to these questions would 
focus on outlining the borders, walls, or limits of an archive or archival 
project. This concern revolves around the possible identity of the archi-
val formation we seek to study but also around the characteristics that 
bound together the materials and documents we seek to analyze and those 
we choose to exclude from that exploration. Like any other project about 
walls and borders, as much as this is an effort to preserve, protect, and 
shape certain ideas and knowledges, it is also, and foremost, a mechanism 
of control or, at the very least, a mechanism that creates the illusion of con-
trol. By enforcing what makes it in and what stays out of the archive, this 
mechanism and the gatekeepers in charge of it impose a certain sense of 
authority over the archives and their holdings. Once this dynamic is estab-
lished, it is clear that defining an archive in such a way is all about control: 
control over the production of knowledge, affectivity, and order, or certain 
forms of order often assumed to be in the archive’s nature. Nevertheless, 
rather than focusing on control and authority, a nonnormative answer to 
those questions may contemplate instead novel ways of emphasizing the 
agency of the documents and materials in the archive as objectifications 
of the power relations that make up the archive itself; such answer would 
also highlight how documentary ontologies are connected to these pro
cesses of objectification. That is, a nonnormative look at the archive would 
focus on “the capacity of documentary practices to make things come into 
being.”17 Here, defining the archive would be about giving up control and 
introducing a sense of chaos that could eventually help us deconstruct the 
epistemic placeholders that make the archive legible along with ideological 
commands that it also helps reproduce. In that sense, defining the archive 
in a nonnormative way would be all about trying to find ways to discover lo 
inaudito in the archive.

In Spanish, the term inaudito has two connotations. It may refer to 
something that is exceptional or unprecedented, or, more literally, it may 
refer to something that has not been heard. In the context of the sound 
archive projects this book embarks on, this double entendre is particularly 
fertile. It shifts the focus from finding the expected to encountering the 
surprising, from listening to what is there to figuring out ways to listen to 
the unheard, whether because it has been silenced, because it has been left 
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out of the repository altogether, or because we have not learned how to lis-
ten to it or for it. For that reason, the central premise of this book is to find 
ways to access lo inaudito, to estrange the archive to listen to its contents 
from different perspectives and as part of new relational networks and 
constellations that make it reverberate in more productive ways, ways that 
transcend what its design and structure allow us to retrieve from it.

Doing archival work in Latin America is often a very different experi-
ence from doing archival work in the United States or Europe. While US 
and European institutions usually have the funding to preserve documents 
and materials and systematize access to them, the extreme financial precar-
ity of many archival endeavors in Latin America determines a very differ
ent way of accessing documents and materials and retrieving information 
from these repositories. Early in my academic career I found it extremely 
frustrating to try to sort out my way through archives that not only could 
be uncataloged but also could be in such a state of chaos that sometimes 
finding what one was looking for could mean the discovery of holes in 
the archive, not only metaphorically but often quite literally: documents 
that were supposed to be there but were not because they may have been 
extracted from the archive or lost in the past, or documents whose inad-
equate preservation status made them impossible to handle without jeop-
ardizing their very existence. Nevertheless, when some of these archives 
became institutionalized, organized, and systematically cataloged, I real-
ized that there was something uniquely productive about figuring out how 
to locate and trace documents within the archive’s former chaos that was 
lost with their institutionalization and regimentation. While the disciplin-
ing of those archives allowed for a more ordered, guided, and methodical 
transit through their holdings, their patrimonialization also presumed the 
privileging of certain documents and materials, the hiding of the archive’s 
holes, and the advancing of certain narratives over others in the process of 
retrieving information. In other words, the organization and patrimonializa-
tion of these archives led to a certain restriction of their holdings’ agency. 
The documents and materials were no longer able to point researchers 
toward the archive’s silences and holes in the same way that figuring out 
paths through the chaos had allowed. In a way, the sense of exhilaration 
that I experienced when uncovering and hearing lo inaudito in those ar-
chives was lost when they became more efficient in guiding my navigation 
through their holdings in accordance to their specific predetermined place-
holders. Thus, my exploration of strategies for the introduction of chaos, 
estrangement, and schizzes into archival systems in this book is informed 
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by a desire to recapture that sense of exhilaration in discovering—even 
generating—and listening to lo inaudito that archival systematization, in its 
logic of preserving things, keeping them from changing, and making them 
immobile, often renders superfluous.

The Sonic Turn, the Lettered City, and the Aural City

Sound studies emerged as an interdisciplinary field in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries, advocating for a shift in scholarly focus beyond 
visuo-centrism that recognized the importance of sound and listening in 
everyday life and their potential as analytical categories. The field sought to 
pay serious attention to sound and aural culture to “enrich our understand-
ing of perception and its role in situating oneself, forming beliefs, and act-
ing upon the environment.”18 This scholarly shift in the humanities and 
social sciences has been termed the sonic turn. Tom McEnaney traces it 
back to the publication of Emily Thompson’s The Soundscape of Modernity 
(2002) and Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible Past (2003). He explains that the 
work of these scholars defined the field of sound studies by placing

an emphasis on the detail of sound as an isolated object of study, 
but also sound as a more general principle of selection (rather than 
“music” or “speech”); a reorientation to denaturalize hearing and 
reconceive listening practices as historically contingent, material, 
and social techniques; the need for a media archaeology that links 
technology and technique without falling into “impact histories” or 
“media determinism.” [As such, the study of sound is not just about] 
a new object of research, but a new method that acknowledges the 
performative character of culture without concealing the felt reality 
of material life.19

Following on this, David Novak and Matt Sakakeeny suggest that listening 
and hearing someone is a matter of recognizing their subjectivity and con-
sciousness, thus proposing that the sonic turn takes sound as “a substance 
of the world as well as a basic part of how people frame their knowledge 
about the world.”20 The central place of listening in the sonic turn has led 
some to refer to it as a shift “where aurality becomes an epistemological 
issue located at the intersection between knowledge and power.”21 Indeed, 
sound studies is not just about sound, noises, or silences existing out there; 
it is about exploring how certain modes of listening help us make sense 
of those sounds, noises, and silences within specific cultural and historical 
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contexts as well as how those modes of listening lead to certain under-
standings of the world out there.

The arrival of the sonic turn in the humanities and social sciences speaks 
of cultures of sound and listening that respond to a democratization of cul-
ture that, as Jean Franco puts it, tells us of “the ‘invasion’ of the literary text 
by the ‘noise’ from outside [that] succeeded in breaching the walls of . . . ​
the ‘lettered city.’ ”22 Therefore the unabashed critique of logocentrism at 
the base of sound studies could also be read as a further sign of the de-
cline or decentering of the Lettered City. Such a trend is also connected to 
larger social and cultural processes in which technology revitalizes forms 
of knowledge production considered premodern, especially orality, aural-
ity, and a detailed attention to sound. In this context, I propose the concept 
of the Aural City not just as a contemporary sonic and aural counterpart 
to the Lettered City but also as a window into critically addressing the way 
in which several important Mexican and Latin American artistic projects 
have uncritically celebrated the sonic turn as the locus for a more demo
cratic construction of and access to knowledge. Like Rama’s Lettered City, 
the Aural City does not refer to any actual metropolis or urban center. In-
stead, the city stands as a metaphor for an urban intellectual elite; their 
relation to specific modes of producing, circulating, and accessing knowl-
edge; and the political potential of that knowledge.

Civilizations have always been associated with specific cities. When 
we think about classic civilizations such as the Sumerians, the Greeks, the 
Toltecs, or the earliest Chinese dynasties, we immediately picture the ma-
jestic architecture of Uruk, Athens, Teotihuacán, or Chang’an Cheng. In 
the Western understanding of human history, urban centers and the states 
they have stood for have always been synonymous with civilization. Their 
architectural remains, which transcend the people who once inhabited and 
made them alive, are, in a way, archives of ancient lifestyles, belief systems, 
social arrangements, understandings of nature, and the like. Thus, the idea 
of the city has always been a crucial aspect in defining civilizing projects 
that take the civilization-barbarism dichotomy as their central tenet.23 
Polis, the Greek word for “city,” was originally coined to account for the city 
center encompassing administrative and religious institutions. Eventually, 
the term was used also to refer to the city’s body politics, the intellectual 
and political elites or groups of citizens that ruled these urban centers. 
Ángel Rama articulated these ideas when he coined the term Lettered City 
to describe a privileged yet amorphous, transhistorical, diverse, and multi-
vocal Latin American urban elite that found in literary production and the 
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control of the written word a powerful tool of representation. For Rama, 
the Lettered City was a metaphor for this cultural elite and their use of 
written culture to access cultural capital, to shape and control a number of 
political and cultural projects throughout the history of the region, and to 
assist them in their attempt to render rhetorically silent and invisible the 
Indigenous civilizations they encountered and the epistemic worlds these 
civilizations entailed. In other words, the Lettered City could be defined as 
an intellectual elite, a logocentric episteme and its power structure, and the 
strategies used by that elite to reproduce such a structure.

In La ciudad letrada (1984), Rama explains how the urban design of co-
lonial cities in the Americas allowed the Spanish conquistadors a utopian 
assertion of rationalized order that came to symbolize their assumed Eu-
rocentric civilizing mission. As he puts it, “Isolated amid vast, alien, and 
hostile spaces, the cities nevertheless undertook first to ‘evangelize,’ and 
later to ‘educate’ their rural hinterlands.” To achieve this, the cities “had to 
dominate and impose certain norms on their savage surroundings. The 
first of these norms was an education centered on literacy.”24 This task 
fell on a group of letrados (lettered or educated individuals) who oversaw 
the administrative operation of the mechanisms of political power, the 
ideologizing of Indigenous populations, and the education of the local 
ruling elite. This is the specialized social group that Rama called the Let-
tered City: the citizens in charge of dealing in and with the written word. 
According to Rama, the longevity of this intellectual elite and its lasting 
political influence in the region, from the sixteenth century through the 
twentieth century, can be explained by its ability to control the production 
and circulation of knowledge through the written word in a largely illiter-
ate society. During this period, the Lettered City oversaw the solidification 
of European colonial rule as well as its eventual collapse, the development 
of republican nation-states, and the unfolding of nationalistic modernizing 
agendas symbolically validated in the incorporation, control, disciplin-
ing, and appropriation of vernacular culture. The variety and even con-
tradictory nature of these political and cultural projects is a witness to 
the fact that the Lettered City has never been a monolithic formation. 
Instead, there have been many Lettered Cities, often coexisting in time, 
and always shaped in response to specific historical contingencies and in 
negotiation with local circumstances and the demands of privileged as 
well as subaltern actors. The historical membership of the Lettered City 
may also be debatable and open to discussion since social mobility and 
class struggles within specific local arrangements of personal and political 
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relations have always rendered its borders porous. Nevertheless, its modus 
operandi as a central entity mediating power dynamics and prompting the 
negotiation of hegemonic pacts throughout the history of Latin America 
is very clear.

Franco argues that the demise of the Lettered City came about because 
of the impact of the Cold War in Latin America and the resulting anti-
communist repression and censorship of military dictatorships and civil 
governments alike in the 1970s and 1980s. The brutality of these regimes 
forced many writers and artists into exile and “ended [their] utopian dreams 
[as] agents of ‘salvation and redemption’ . . . ​leaving older structures, both 
cultural and political, in fragments. Terms such as ‘identity,’ ‘responsibil-
ity,’ ‘nation,’ ‘the future,’ ‘history’—even ‘Latin American’—had to be re-
thought.”25 For Franco, the imposition of neoliberal policies in the region 
after the Cold War, through the 1990s, with their pragmatist approach to 
economic as well as cultural production, and the weakening of the nation-
state as a sovereign political formation, marked the end of the Lettered 
City project. The advent of the internet and other forms of media that 
claimed a more democratized access to information, and a shift from civic 
participation to the consumption of commodities as the main agent in the 
production of citizenship, certainly challenged the relevance of a cultural 
project that sought to control individuals and their agency through regu-
lating their access to information and certain types of knowledge and cul-
tural capital. In the ideal neoliberal city, the role of consumption is to help 
the economic system “reproduce the labor force and increase profit on 
commodities.”26 Indeed, in a social and economic arrangement that does 
not need civically committed citizens but instead requires avid consum-
ers, controlling the circulation of the written word and knowledge seems 
secondary to generating desires and aspirations and regulating the renewal 
of consumption.

Just as I remain skeptical about the celebratory welcoming of sound 
studies as the answer to the epistemic excesses and shortcomings of logo-
centrism, I refuse to comply with the enthusiastic academic discourse 
about the demise of the Lettered City brought about by the sense of disil-
lusionment described by Franco. Many scholars have argued against that.27 
I would also add that the civilizing mindset that transhistorically informs 
the Lettered City does not disappear with the avowed shift from logocen-
trism to aurality proposed by sound studies either. As the architectural 
remains and urban layout of Tenochtitlán remind us, a city does not just 
vanish when it is replaced by another city. Traces of Tenochtitlán lurk be-
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neath and around the streets, corners, and buildings of Mexico City. When 
we learn to see and identify them, we gain a novel perspective that gives 
the newer city meaning well beyond the moment of its violent birth, the 
utopian dreams of those who founded it, and the labor of the Lettered City 
that has rhetorically made it part of a civilizing project for centuries. To 
borrow Carolyn Steedman’s allegory, nothing disappears; it always leaves 
us its dust in the archive, which we must learn how to deal with.28 Fol-
lowing on these metaphors, one of the goals of this book is to explore the 
epistemic connections and differences between the Lettered City and the 
Aural City as displayed in several sound archival projects. With that, I do 
not intend to claim that the Aural City has replaced the Lettered City; that 
would be a very reductionist interpretation. Instead, I argue that the Aural 
City represents a new intellectual episteme that characterizes the labor of 
an urban intellectual elite whose members sometimes, strategically, may 
travel back and forth between the Aural and the Lettered Cities. In other 
words, the Aural City and the Lettered City coexist, occasionally sharing 
spaces and intellectual concerns but often following diametrically opposed 
intellectual and political principles.

Rather than simply proposing the Aural City as a theoretical term, 
I intend to use it in an embodied way. I am interested in identifying and 
mapping out the labor and networks of specific individuals whose work 
with sound may qualify them as citizens of the Mexican Aural City. My 
way of going about it is twofold. On the one hand, I do it by looking at 
the archives these individuals or their networks may have crafted and left 
behind or by studying the ways in which they have engaged already ex-
isting archives. On the other hand, I do it by grouping together archival 
constellations that render visible networks that otherwise remain invis-
ible or inauditos in the vastness of the infinite archive of the everyday, for 
which everything out there could eventually be an archival document. The 
possibility of collective grouping, of finding resonances and echoes in the 
archive, is a strategy to partially render visible portions of the Aural City 
and its labor in a more embodied way. The type of labor I seek to identify 
here could be depicted as creative, reterritorializing, institutional, or alter-
native; it could reproduce logocentric hegemony, challenge it, or flourish 
in the in-between cracks. However, rather than classifying individuals and 
their labor into discrete uncontaminated categories, I seek to show the 
many ways in which this labor escapes an essentialist characterization. It 
is precisely in the apparent contradictions of the projects that the citizens 
of the Aural City engage in that one can visualize the cultural and social 
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complexities that the term embodies as well as its descriptive potential vis-
à-vis and beyond the structures of the Lettered City.

Geoffrey Baker has challenged Rama’s emphasis on the written word 
and the letrados, arguing that “music, sound, and performance . . . ​were 
equally integral to [the] process of colonization and urbanization in the 
New World, with the ordering of the city . . . ​conceived and enacted not 
only in verbal but also in sonic terms.”29 He refers to this “intersection of 
sound, urban form, and colonial power” as a “ciudad sonora, or ‘sonorous 
city.’ ”30 Baker is correct in pointing that out as a critique of Rama’s Lettered 
City. His work, along that of scholars such as Linda Curcio-Nagy, Jesús 
Ramos-Kittrell, Alejandro Vera, and Leonardo Waisman, provides plenty 
of evidence of the ways music was used to systematize social and urban life 
during the colonial period.31 Along Baker’s lines, Natalia Bieletto-Bueno 
has proposed the notion of the ciudad vibrante, or Vibrating/Vibrant City, 
to study how “the listening modalities and strategies of the inhabitants of a 
particular city allow them to build specific relationships between sounds, 
localities, history, memory, cultural identity and senses of belonging [but 
also how] individuals generate opportunities to make their cities sound, 
how those sounds transform the space in its acoustic, social, affective, phys-
ical, and perceptual dimensions, and how this type of agency presupposes 
a civic and political action.”32 The practices that Baker and Bieletto-Bueno 
articulate largely denote the use of music and sound to do something in 
or develop affective relations with particular urban spaces. They refer to 
urban experiences rather than to the acknowledgment of an elite’s listen-
ing as an epistemic practice and labor not only to understand the world 
around them but also to establish networks and strategies for political and 
intellectual influence and mobilization. Bieletto-Bueno’s description in-
sinuates the latter, but just like Baker’s, her choice of the noun city is still 
meant to focus on a particular metropolitan area rather than serving as a 
metaphor for an urban elite and their intellectual projects. For that reason, 
Baker’s and Bieletto-Bueno’s choices of terms are suitable for their endeav-
ors as they refer to practices that have made the city sonorous or vibrating/
vibrant and deal with sound in the city as an ordering social and affective 
factor.

In this book, I propose the term Aural City instead of options like Sonic 
City, Sonorous City, Vibrating/Vibrant City, or my own previously preferred 
expression, Sounded City. Originally, I coined the notion of the Sounded 
City to conceptualize the urban elite and their work as described above. 
Adjectivized with the past participle of a verb, the idea referred to the quality 
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of something that has been sounded out or searched for, as well as some-
thing that has been powerfully projected as the result of an action or the 
outcome of a certain labor.33 Although I still consider this sounding action 
to be an essential feature in the relation between sound and listener that 
characterizes the intellectual urban elite at stake here, in the end I chose to 
use the term Aural City. The reason is that rather than a simple interest in 
experiencing or describing sound itself, what truly characterizes this elite 
is their aurality or how their listening produces a certain type of sonic and 
sound knowledge. In other words, the Aural City as I propose it empha-
sizes aurality and listening as labor. They are the type of labor needed in 
order to make something sound, meaningful, understandable, circulated, 
and reproducible as part of larger intellectual projects. Moreover, the concept 
of the Aural City also helps in mapping out how, regardless of the Lettered 
City’s heralded decline, the Latin American elites that coalesced around the 
idea of the Lettered City continue to carry cultural and political valence at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century. In doing that, I am interested in 
taking the Aural City as a model for cultural critique and political struggle 
that, while articulating some of the premises of the Lettered City, tran-
scends its transhistorical efforts and political alliances.

Ana María Ochoa Gautier has already invoked Rama’s Lettered City in 
the context of an intensification of the aural in Latin America derived from 
the democratization of modes of circulation, mediation, manipulation, and 
reproduction of sound in the region that globalization has made possible. 
In Aurality (2014), Ochoa Gautier takes a critical stance toward the kind of 
unsuspecting optimism—what Jonathan Sterne has called the “audiovisual 
litany”—that characterizes some scholarship in sound studies by stating 
that “its complex relation to the political theology of orality and to alterity 
[continuously returns] as an obvious construction despite repeated histori-
cal deconstructions. [This is] the ‘spectral politics’ of modern aurality—
this capacity to present itself as ‘an other’ when it is in fact ‘the same.’ . . . ​
Without suspecting it, what we are doing is reproducing the same senso-
rial/expressive scheme that we are critiquing.”34 In her early work on these 
developments, Ochoa Gautier maintained that “under the contemporary 
processes of social globalization and regionalization coupled with the 
transformations in technologies of sound, the public sphere is increasingly 
mediated by the aural. These processes are, if not subverting, at least dis-
placing the relation between the sonic and the lettered word.”35 She con-
cluded that “this is not so much an issue of the sonic replacing the lettered, 
as a move from the gaze to listening as a locus of analysis and political 
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struggle.”36 Evidently, Ochoa Gautier was aware of the negative epistemo-
logical connotations of the term Lettered City and thus avoided referring to 
this shift in terms of an Aural or Sounded City, preferring to coin the term 
“aural public sphere” since “the public sphere is being redefined to include 
forms of participation which are not channeled by the forms of debate or 
participation historically recognized as such by official polity.”37 Ochoa 
Gautier’s aural public sphere emphasizes the shifts that such democratic 
access to sound and an inclusive construction of knowledge may make in 
redefining political strategies and ideologies of nation building.

There are important conceptual differences between the notion of the 
aural public sphere and that of the Aural City. The aural public sphere is a 
concept that invokes a cultural area, a situation, a condition, or a region; 
besides invoking an area of social and cultural life, the Aural City speaks 
of a heterogeneous amalgamation of individuals, clusters, ventures, and 
institutions; missions and commissions; strategies, policies, and, most 
important, a type of labor that makes these alliances and projects possible. 
Regardless of whether the Aural City could be associated with the type 
of cultural labor that characterized the Lettered City or could be under-
stood as a reaction against it—as the case studies in this book show, de-
pending on the particularities of the projects it is involved with, it could 
be described either way—it is manifested or materialized in a series of net-
works developed to enact the type of labor at stake. Thus, rather than just 
an urban space, the Aural City refers to an intellectual elite whose agency, 
labor, and the cultural regions they develop are established and channeled 
through a variety of networks. Sometimes these cultural regions may map 
onto specific urban geographies; however, the Aural City’s labor and net-
working efforts often transcend these topographies. Therefore, the Aural 
City should be understood as a series of cultural networks developed to 
enact the type of labor that characterizes their strategic engagement with 
sound, space, and practice.

It must be clarified from the outset that individuals acting within this 
Aural City do not engage with sound in a uniform manner. Those involved 
in patrimonial projects tend to ascribe value to sound in itself, especially 
sounds that can be traced back to important historical figures or moments, 
or iconic geographic locations and cultural practices. This tendency often 
leads to a fetishization of the objects that store these recorded sounds as 
well as the archives that hold these objects. For others, sound acquires 
meaning only in relation to a listening subject. However, what most of 
these folks agree on is that listening is a knowledge-conducive practice 



The Circulation of Knowledge at the Sonic Turn  17

and a way of making sense of the world. Thus, the Aural City’s labor is 
based on the premise that listening is a “resonant power” that, as Lizette 
Alegre González and Jorge David García argue, invoking Veit Erlmann’s 
work on modern aurality, resonance, and reason, “connects the different 
epistemic, affective, and sensorial dimensions that are part of the social 
framework, and the way individuals relate to it.”38 Since listening is not just 
an “auditory sensory phenomenon, [but] an act that recognizes the con-
stitutive hierarchy that predates any sonic expressive genre,” the labor of 
the Aural City revolves around the artistic and intellectual strategies that, 
as Ana Lidia Domínguez Ruiz puts it, “understand the individualization, 
socialization, culturalization, and adaptation processes that mediate our 
relationship with sound [and] account for the ways in which the world is 
configured under an aural logic.”39

Although I understand the Aural City as a system and a type of labor 
rather than as a specific group of individuals or an urban space, it is still 
important to mention that it is individuals, their agency, their labor, and 
their ability to network that define this otherwise abstract entelechy. Thus, 
it is relevant to unveil, if not their names, at least their presence and partici-
pation in a number of cultural spaces, projects, and institutions, in order 
to get a better sense of how their positionality defines the character of the 
Aural City also as that of an intellectual elite, albeit often differently situ-
ated socially, culturally, and ideologically than the traditional elites enact-
ing the Lettered City. Such recognition may also help in understanding 
the intersections of the Lettered City and Aural City projects and mak-
ing sense of the mobility of individuals continuously traveling across the 
often-porous lines dividing them.

In the last chapter of In Search of Julián Carrillo and Sonido 13 (2015), I 
refer obliquely to the Aural City when discussing the unique alternative 
audiences attending concerts featuring Julián Carrillo’s microtonal music 
in the 2010s. These were audiences who “may have heard about Carrillo 
and Sonido 13 [the Thirteenth Sound] through cultural channels and net-
works that override the elitist world of classical music, engaging instead the 
mystic and mysterious representations of Carrillo that circulate via Mexi-
can popular music.”40 Although people trained within the Mexican music 
conservatory system were members of these audiences, most of them were 
folks whose intellectual interest in experimental music and sound devel-
oped outside of academic music spaces. The work of Arturo Castillo, Víc-
tor Garay, Alfredo Martínez, and Juan Pablo Villegas with Mexican Rarities 
that I explore in chapter 5 clearly reflects this dimension of the Mexican 
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Aural City. My second encounter with individuals whose labor could place 
them within the Aural City was in 2012, when I was invited to teach a semi-
nar in music and performance studies at the Escuela Nacional de Música, 
the music department of Mexico’s Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México (unam). At that time, I was able to identify some of the unique 
features of these folks’ training as well as their approach to sound and 
music when Carlos Prieto Acevedo, Rossana Lara Velázquez, and a few 
other members of an intellectual project that would lead to the establish-
ment of the Seminario de Arte y Sonido in 2014, invited me for a collec-
tive conversation. For me, one of the most salient features shared among 
these individuals was that, except for Lara Velázquez, none of them were 
trained as musicians or musicologists. Their interest in experimental music 
and sound came from intellectual conversations in their own disciplinary 
fields: art history, sociology, philosophy, communications, anthropology, 
and so on, which often bypassed the ideological prejudices that had char-
acterized music academia since its inception as a scholarly field and that 
still typified it at the beginning of the twenty-first century: an emphasis 
on the Western art music tradition, a disdain for popular music, a partic
ular canon of “great men,” and a fetishization of the musical work as a de-
positary of unequivocal and univocal meaning. In Unbelonging (2023), Iván 
Ramos studies a number of distinct Mexican subcultural scenes (punk, 
metal, sound art, computer music, electronic music, etc.) characterized by 
a “sonic refusal [that] fueled a generation of younger contemporary art-
ists who were attempting to run away from historical and aesthetic lega-
cies that tied national and ethnic identities to specific aims and aesthetic 
forms.”41 Although Ramos’s intention is not to identify any specific artistic 
or intellectual elite, his study does outline the labor and mission of these 
subcultural and underground scenes—a rejection of consumerist and na-
tionalist mentalities—in ways that resonate with the work of what I have 
called the Aural City. Ramos also identifies a number of spaces as well as 
formal and informal institutions that are fundamental for the existence of 
the subcultural projects he studies and that have also been central to the 
development of the Mexican Aural City’s networks and the circulation 
of its work: El Chopo (both the museum and the tianguis [street market]), 
Museo Ex Teresa, Radio Educación, Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil, Laboratorio 
Arte Alameda, Centro Digital, Centro Cultural Tijuana, Museo Universitario 
de Arte Contemporáneo (muac), and so on. Although these are not the only 
places that the Aural City favors, they are indeed some of the institutional 
spaces that often welcome them and their projects. To borrow the popular 
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Mexican saying, Ni son todos los que están, ni están todos los que son (Not all 
of those who are there belong, and not all of those who belong are there), 
yet these accounts do offer glimpses into some of the names, spaces, and 
strategies one could associate with the Aural City. The Archive and the Aural 
City deepens the study of their shared ideals and the particular individual 
and collective intellectual and artistic strategies to achieve them, but rather 
than simply naming individuals, I provide a series of road maps to identify 
them and their work.

Like the Lettered City, the Aural City is undeniably a privileged artistic 
and intellectual elite. Although its constituency is very heterogeneous, its 
citizens tend to be well educated and intellectually curious, have access to 
resources, and enjoy a cultural capital that differentiates them from other 
working-class subaltern groups whose voices are largely silenced in Mex-
ico. In that sense, the Aural City, in its inherent connection to the Lettered 
City, resonates with the shortcomings of what Robin James has termed the 
“sonic episteme.” It “remakes and renaturalizes all [the political baggage in-
herited from Western modernity] in forms more compatible with twenty-
first-century technologies and ideologies—which is exactly what the neo-
liberal episteme does with its calculative rationality.”42 Nevertheless, one of 
the main differences setting the Aural City apart from the Lettered City is 
precisely the former’s general skepticism toward the nationalist and mod-
ernist projects whose promotion was central to the intellectual and political 
agendas of the Lettered City. This critical attitude also defines the Aural 
City’s relation to national institutions. While during most of the twentieth 
century—certainly after the Mexican Revolution—citizens of the Lettered 
City were organic intellectuals who pushed for the creation of national in-
stitutions and whose political agenda was often channeled through them, 
the citizens of the Aural City are savvier in their articulation of these insti-
tutions. Rather than uncritically embracing the mission of these spaces, 
the citizens of the Aural City often engage them when their work with 
these bodies helps them advance their own personal and collective agen-
das. In other words, there are certainly moments and geographies in which 
the contemporary Lettered City and the Aural City intersect or overlap, 
especially in their understanding of listening as a point of entry into know-
ing the world around us. Nevertheless, as the case studies presented here 
show, national institutions often seek to control the way in which listen-
ing practices are conceived and enacted in order to promote top-down na-
tionalist and modernist projects, while the Aural City is often interested 
in the agency behind individual listening practices as a way to empower 
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the listener and expose the shortcomings of these nationalist and modern-
ist agendas. So, rather than conceptualizing an “institutional Aural City” 
and a “noninstitutional Aural City” as a dichotomy defined in terms of par
ticular individuals to whom one should attach those labels unequivocally, 
univocally, and in perpetuity, considering the porosity between them, one 
should think about them in relation to specific and unique types of labor 
that respond and eventually advance different political projects. In that 
sense, the Aural City’s potential to disrupt central tenets of the Lettered 
City also resonates with what James recognizes as productive ways to 
“think with and through sound” in order to “avoid and/or oppose the sys-
temic relations of domination that classical liberalism and neoliberalism 
create.”43

Sound and Sound Objects as Intangible  
Heritage, Memory, and Patrimony

At this point in this introduction, the unique nature of the archival proj
ects discussed in this book is evident: We are dealing with archives whose 
mission is to store sounds. Despite its obviousness I want to highlight this 
because we are dealing with sound within an epistemic shift regarding the 
production and circulation of knowledge. This shift impacts the authority 
of certain cultural elites and raises important questions about the nature 
and understanding of sounds as memory, heritage, and patrimony.

The fact that unesco has elevated some of the collections studied here 
to the category of Memory of the World makes this discussion particularly 
salient. Such recognition bestows significant importance on the institu-
tions hosting these archives and validates them locally, which is especially 
significant in the precarious context that has characterized the develop-
ment of cultural projects in Latin America. This precarity has become 
more extreme due to budget cuts imposed by neoliberal policies.

Evidently, as Brian Kane explains, sound is intangible, ephemeral, and 
invisible; it is a temporally contingent event, matter, or flux.44 Recording 
technologies may help sound transcend its transient nature by creating a 
sound object out of it. However, the sound object should never be con-
fused with the sound qua vibration. As Michel Chion states, “The sound 
object is something perceptual”; it is not the sound itself nor its physical 
source but rather how we come to perceive it in a materially mediated 
way.45 Once a particular sound transcends its temporal contingency by 
being recorded into a sound object capable of reproducing it, our relationship 
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to the sound qua vibration ceases. We no longer listen to the original vibra-
tion; we listen to a material imprint left in the past by its specter, frozen in 
time. Yet, as Jonathan Sterne argues, this “may be the moment when we 
credit the tool for the sound.”46 In other words, our alienation from the 
sound qua vibration may lead to a fetishization of the object that stores it, 
attributing the properties, qualities, and values of the event in flux to the 
technology that allows its anachronous reproduction. This dynamic is ar-
ticulated in the discussion about the patrimonial rhetoric that characterizes 
national archives such as Mexico’s Fonoteca Nacional (National Sound Ar-
chive), which is studied in chapter 2. Moreover, the political implications 
of this paradox are further explored in chapter 4, in relation to the type of 
fetishization implied by the patrimonial invocation of sound in national 
and imperial archival projects such as the Berliner Phonogramm-Archiv 
(Berlin Phonogram Archive). Differentiating the sound object and sound 
qua vibration and avoiding conflating them is essential in understanding 
the fetishization that often occurs in affective local characterizations of pat-
rimony and how unesco assesses sound objects and sound qua vibration 
in relation to its prevailing notions of memory and heritage.

The archives discussed in this book evoke sound through sound objects. 
These archives do not actually store sounds; they safeguard the objects that 
mediate or represent sounds and often take advantage of the dynamics of 
fetishization that provide these materials with their aura of authenticity to 
further the institution’s patrimonial logic. Consequently, even though these 
archival projects deal with intangible elements, the fact that their actual 
storing, cataloging, and circulating efforts focus on the material sound ob-
jects makes these collections ineligible to be classified as intangible cul-
tural heritage according to unesco’s definition, which describes it as the 
“practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills—as well as the 
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith—
that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part 
of their cultural heritage.”47 In sum, what this institution considers intangible 
cultural heritage are oral traditions, performing arts, ritual practices, and tra-
ditional craftmanship, not their recording in physical formats. Thus, unesco 
considers musical traditions such as Mexican mariachi, Argentinean tango, 
or Cuban rumba to be intangible heritage but not collections of recorded 
music or sound. For the most part, these collections and recordings fall 
within the category of documentary heritage and are thus eligible to be la-
beled Memory of the World. Documentary heritage is defined by unesco 
as documents comprising “analogue or digital informational content and 
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the carrier on which [they] reside. . . . ​[They are] preservable and usually 
moveable. The content may comprise signs or codes (such as text), images 
(still or moving) and sounds, which can be copied or migrated. The carrier 
may have important aesthetic, cultural or technical qualities. The relation-
ship between content and carrier may range from incidental to integral.”48 
In sum, for the archives I write about, what unesco considers Memory of 
the World is actually the material objects where those sounds have been 
recorded, not the sounds themselves. These considerations are important 
for navigating the notions of memory, heritage, and patrimony that inform 
the different case studies in this book.

Listening to the Archive of the Aural City

Throughout this book, I repeatedly invoke science fiction and poetry as 
ways to jumpstart the discussion of certain matters and topics that are cen-
tral to the arguments in each of the chapters. In the epigraphs that open 
each chapter and in the presentation of the ideas that inform my take on 
each of the case studies in the book, I refer to plots and imagery from 
literature, films, and poems. This is because good science fiction and po-
etry have the power to make us reflect on the human condition and offer 
unforeseen avenues to engage issues of memory, identity, time, and repre
sentation. These themes lie at the core of our humanity and pungently 
inform the discussions about how we relate to, use, and could potentially 
revamp archives. As José Montelongo’s alter ego proposes in his novel No 
soy tan zen (2022), poetry is a way to use words to reveal the world that 
“hides behind the words.”49 In this case, paraphrasing Montelongo, poetry 
and science fiction are points of entry into revealing the world that hides 
behind the documents in the archive(s). For me personally, science fiction 
and poetry have allowed me to free myself from some of the dogmas of 
academic writing and thought and have afforded me an estranged perspec-
tive on archival documents and materials that I believe has been conducive 
to finding instances of lo inaudito in the archive. My articulation and un-
derstanding of these archival constellations and the questions that guide 
my exploration of them would not have been the same without the liberating 
affective and intellectual input of these artistic expressions.

Chapter 1, “Performative Listening, Writing, Reading, and the Assem-
blage of Archival Constellations,” focuses on an archival network developed 
by me in order to expose the placeholders that keep together the larger ar-
chive of Mexican nationalism, one that both creates an essentialist past and 
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argues for a teleological future. Inspired by Ana María Ochoa Gautier’s ad-
monition to conduct “acoustically tuned explorations” that help us diluci-
date the ways in which certain listening practices have been entextualized 
into written archives, the archival constellation at stake in this chapter is the 
result of putting in dialogue two books and an exhibition: Daniel Casta-
ñeda and Vicente  T. Mendoza’s Instrumental precortesiano (1933), Carlos 
Chávez’s Hacia una nueva música/Toward a New Music (1932–37), and the 
musical side of the exhibit Twenty Centuries of Mexican Art at New York’s 
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA, 1940)—which I contend was partly a 
materialization of the ideas featured in the aforementioned books.50 This 
archival constellation offers a window into recognizing the performative 
relation between modernity and tradition that informs the postrevolution-
ary Mexican nationalist narrative. Articulating this as an archival constella-
tion offers an aural space for us to hear an inaudito counterpoint between 
the invention of the past and the imagination of the future that is key in 
understanding the aspirational essentialism that has informed Mexican 
music historiography since the 1930s. One of the goals of the chapter is to 
highlight how music was also an instrument used by the Lettered City to 
further the nationalist turn that their civilizing project took after the Mexi-
can Revolution, which makes Chávez and the actors who took part in this 
project into a type of proto–Aural City.51

Chapter 2, “Patrimony, Objectification, and Representation at Mexico’s 
Fonoteca Nacional,” explores the foundation and mission of Mexico’s na-
tional sound archive in order to understand how the nationalist nature of 
this project determines the type of labor informing the activities it spon-
sors, the sounds it deems worth preserving, and the types of listening it 
privileges. By analyzing the disciplining character of the soundscape and 
sound map projects conceived by the Fonoteca Nacional’s staff, this chap-
ter argues that regardless of the archive’s rhetoric about democratization of 
knowledge, its activities often reproduce the civilizing project of the Let-
tered City as well as the aesthetic canons privileged by the proto–Aural 
City discussed in chapter  1. These shortcomings lead to an understand-
ing of the circulation of information and knowledge based on a top-down 
model that misses the opportunity to engage the sounds that are most sig-
nificant to the archive’s users in their everyday lives.

Chapter  3, “Critical Constellations of the Audio-Machine in Mexico and 
the Performativity of Archiving/Archival Labor,” analyzes Critical Constel-
lations of the Audio-Machine in Mexico, a sound exhibit presented at Berlin’s 
Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien as part of the 2017 ctm Festival (an 
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annual music event in Berlin), to ponder the political implications of ar-
chival construction and deconstruction. By paying attention to how Carlos 
Prieto Acevedo, the exhibit’s curator, introduces chaos into the archive in 
order to deactivate the nationalist narratives behind the Mexican music 
canon and to rearticulate it in novel rhizomatic ways through an active 
engagement with his audiences’ corporeality, I explore how estrangement 
may open new paths for a recognition of lo inaudito and, in this case, a post-
national reimagination of the body politic. I argue that Prieto Acevedo’s 
kind of archiving/archival labor generates a libidinal economy that, in tune 
with Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s theorization about schizophrenia, 
may provide the epistemic conditions for new socio-personal orders.52 In-
voking Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas here is not gratuitous; it is a response 
to the critical theory background that informs much of Prieto Acevedo’s 
curatorial work. This theoretical background is shared by many citizens of 
the Mexican Aural City.

The objects and documents in an archive usually tell and retell stories 
that performatively reproduce the larger ideological frameworks inform-
ing the dynamics between objects, documents, representations, and users. 
The central concern in chapter  4, “Things, Sound Objects, and Legacy 
at the Berliner Phonogramm-Archiv’s Konrad  T. Preuss Collection,” is 
whether it is possible (and how) for archives to tell stories different from 
the ones they are designed to tell us. The first half of the chapter studies 
the collections of Náayeri and Wixárika chants recorded for the Ethnolo-
gisches Museum Berlin by Konrad T. Preuss between 1905 and 1907 (and 
currently housed by the Berliner Phonogramm-Archiv and the Humboldt 
Forum) and proposes that the way the sound objects in those collections 
were created responds more to Preuss’s expectations regarding these Indig-
enous communities than to how these communities conceptualize their 
music and ritual practices. Based on Arjun Appadurai and Silvia Spitta’s 
take on thing theory as well as Sandra Rozental’s exploration of the uses of 
patrimony in Mexico, the second part of the chapter explores how Mexi-
can anthropologist Margarita Valdovinos has engaged this archive since 
the 2000s.53 It proposes that her interrogation of its constituent materials, 
with the end of repatriating its recordings to Náayeri and Wixárika com-
munities in Mexico, is a model of how to ask questions of archives that 
force them to tell us stories different from those embedded in their design, 
structure, and materiality. Valdovinos’s listening in detail to the archive and 
the transnational mobility of its sound objects exemplifies the type of per-
formative labor that characterizes the Aural City.
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The historical chronology of the archival complexes explored in chap­
ters 1 through 4 shows the trajectory of the Mexican postrevolutionary na­
tionalist discourse. Chapter 1 explores its development in relation to ideas 
about the past and the future of the Mexican state; chapter 2 investigates 
the logic of an archive informed by this discourse; chapter 3 studies a post­
nationally informed way to rearrange the objects in the archive in order to 
turn the nationalist narrative on its head; and chapter 4 analyzes a strategy 
that reevaluates the sound objects in an imperial archive in order to listen 
to the silences such an archive entails and repatriate the objects to their 
communities of origin, while avoiding the nationalist patrimonial efforts 
that often inform these types of restitution projects. Conversely, chap­
ter 5, “Mexican Rarities, Disco pirata, and the Promise of a Sound Archive 
of Postnational Memory,” explores two archival projects of postnational in­
spiration. Following on recent scholarship about postnational memory by 
Nadim Khoury and Nigel Young, this chapter studies Mexican Rarities, an 
archival project developed in Mexico City in 2020, and Disco pirata, a 2016 
performance action turned sound archive, as models for a possible postna­
tional rearrangement of the logics and dynamics informing the traditional 
archive(s).54 Mexican Rarities is an analog archive focused on the iden­
tification, storage, and recirculation of Mexican alternative experimental 
sound and music projects that, by way of their bizarre and eccentric nature, 
escape the patrimonial gaze of the Mexican state’s nationalist rhetoric. On 
the other hand, Disco pirata was started by French sound artist Félix Blume 
(with Despina Panagiotopoulou and Diego Aguirre) as a project to rec­
ord everyday sounds that he identified as endemic to Mexico City. The 
recorded sounds were then packaged as a pirate cd, imitating informal-
economy circulation strategies, and later featured as part of a larger sound 
installation at the Fonoteca Nacional that sought to encourage chilangos 
(Mexico City natives) to develop more deliberate ways of listening to the 
sounds of their city. Eventually, Blume uploaded Disco pirata as an open-
access internet archive available for free downloading and use. This move 
presented sound designers in the Mexican film industry with a significant 
resource when trying to re-create the sonic environments of Mexico City 
in film. Based on Cristina Rivera Garza’s conceptualizations of noriginales 
(nonoriginals), escrituras geológicas (geological writings), and escrituras co-
lindantes (adjacent writings), as well as her theorization about archives as 
the previous future of a hyperreal present, this chapter examines the poten­
tial and shortcomings of these two archives as repositories of postnational 
meaning in continual flux rather than as databases of fixed, static value.55
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Mexican composer Julián Carrillo spent most of the last forty years of 
his life crusading for microtonal music—especially his so-called Sonido 
13—as the future of the Western art music tradition. Nevertheless, Car-
rillo’s constant invocation of nature and law in his theorization of microto-
nality established a universal, general prescription of Sonido 13 as a closed 
normative system. If the future Carrillo dreamed of never truly material-
ized, the presentation of his fifteen microtonal Carrillo Pianos at the Expo 
58 in Brussels opened the door for his ideas to have a new life in a differ
ent future. Chapter 6, “Aurality, Materiality, and the Carrillo Pianos as Ar-
chives,” takes the idea as well as the storing, retrieval, and circulation logics 
of an open-access archive such as Blume’s Disco pirata and expands it to 
study the production, circulation, storage, and eventual reinvention of the 
Carrillo Pianos as metaphorical and literal open-source archive(s). As a 
figurative interpretative tool, this notion facilitates an exploration of these 
instruments as archival interfaces of futurity that, following on the work 
of Thor Magnusson, Carla Maier and Holger Schulze, Roger Moseley, and 
Alexander Rehding about instruments as archives, provides windows into 
how individuals can reinvent instruments according to new sonic fantasies 
about their own presents and futures.56 Although these instruments were 
designed with specific musical goals in mind, they have the anarchist po-
tential of becoming sources of new sounds and creative processes in line 
with the sonic affordances stored in the instruments’ materiality. If instru-
ments can be considered archives, one should ask what they are designed 
to preserve, how one can retrieve that from them, and whether one would 
be able to retrieve something else from them. Indeed, in the spirit of find-
ing ways to allow archives to say something different from what they were 
designed to say, I explore the notion of the open-source archive in relation 
to how poetry, as in the work of Polina Barskova, has been described as 
an experience that enables the affective recovery of that which the archive 
has rendered invisible.57 Thus, a poetic, aesthetic, and creative exploration 
of the open-source archive may provide access to lo inaudito in ways that 
resonate with Sean Williams’s call for the use of poetry in ethnography “as 
a pathway for understanding an array of experiences in the field, raising es-
sential issues in fieldwork for our students, or transmitting cultural knowl-
edge through multisensory ‘creative making.’ ”58

Chapter 7, “In Search of the Aural City: Collective Action and the Invis-
ible Sound Archive,” is a dual exercise. It attempts to identify a series of ar-
chival projects that reside on the internet in close to invisible fashion while 
providing a more tangible picture of the Aural City and its citizens. These 
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projects live at the triple intersection of being discursively invisible, being 
analogically invisible, and representing an invisible nonplace. In this chap-
ter I map out a network of these archival projects by following the actors 
who made them possible and by establishing connections among them. 
Once the voices of these individuals and their projects are identified, I let 
them guide the conversation about what sound archives mean for them. 
Archives and archival networks are not inherently visible or invisible; they 
may appear one way or the other depending on whether one knows how 
to look for them or identify their traces or not. I take this exploration of the 
archive as an excuse to learn how to look and listen anew. Central to this ex-
ercise is an examination of the labor of the constituencies who put together 
and maintain these virtual repositories as well as my own labor as the re-
searcher identifying and articulating them serendipitously by following 
the actors behind them. Focusing on the routes that enable this archiving/
archival labor also shows the pragmatic and savvy ways in which many 
citizens of the Aural City engage larger institutional spaces and projects as 
long as doing that furthers their individual intellectual agendas and those 
of their allies.

Meant as a conclusion or epilogue of sorts, “The Relevance of Archives 
in Times of Post-Truth: An Essay Against Nihilism in the Neoliberal Age” 
aims to tie together the ideas and case studies in the previous chapters by 
thinking about the relevance of archives at a historical moment in which 
their traditional value as repositories of truth is being challenged by pro-
gressive and conservative agendas alike. I argue that in times of post-truth 
it is imperative to understand the different ways in which these challenges 
to archival authority operate and what they mean in relation to notions 
of truth and falsehood. The epilogue closes with a call against the type of 
nihilism that the hopelessness of neoliberalism instills in contemporary 
society. If we can think of the sound archive as a nodal point that helps us 
make sense of the world by making sense of ourselves, then the archive can 
be a space for turning resignation into agency, and emotional capital into 
a liberating political resource. As I repeatedly argue throughout this book, 
to be able to encounter lo inaudito we just need to learn or relearn how to 
listen.

As a researcher, I do not intend to present myself as someone who 
brings an asserted objective perspective on my objects of study. Instead, I 
acknowledge from the outset not only that my subjectivity and positional-
ity mediate how I approach and read my objects of study but also that my 
interaction with documents, stories, and practices often creates and shapes 
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these materials into their form as objects of study. This is evident in chap-
ters 1 and 7, where the archival constellations and archival complexes that 
are featured as objects of study are evidently the result of my gaze into the 
vastness of the archive. But it is also tangentially clear in chapter 6, where, 
based on an understanding of instruments as archives, I explore strategies 
to aesthetically estrange the retrieval of the information stored in those ar-
chives. Rather than trying to defend my position, I will argue that scholars 
always mediate the information and documents they work with in order 
to define them as their archive. Nevertheless, I have also been directly and 
indirectly involved in some of the projects studied here as well as some 
of the institutions that the citizens of the Mexican Aural City articulate 
in their artistic, pedagogical, and intellectual ventures. The reader could 
argue that such experiences, along with my own interest in listening, 
sound, and Mexican and Latin American artistic scenes, make me a citizen 
of the Aural City. That is certainly a possibility. I would not argue against 
that other than pointing out that participant observation, a key methodol-
ogy in anthropological and ethnographic work, also seeks to integrate the 
researcher into the cultural milieu being researched. Some may argue that 
such labor makes them part of the communities they study; some may 
think that believing that is a rather optimistic take on the benefits of eth-
nographic work; while others could rightfully argue that such claims are 
instances of the colonial gaze that continues to inform much of Western 
scholarship. The particularities of my case are complicated. However, I am 
not especially invested in answering that question one way or the other, 
and thus I leave it to the reader to decide whether my intellectual labor 
makes me a member of the Aural City or not.
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