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1. The Sound Archive

This article aims to consider not only sound recordings of speech samples as histori-
cal sources, but also the absence of words and the content hereof: silences in speech. 
Its focus are sound recordings made by prisoners in German camps during World 
War I, today kept in the Lautarchiv (Sound Archive) of the Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin (http://www.lautarchiv.hu-berlin.de/). The World War I recordings comprise 
one of the archive’s three founding collections. The fi rst contains voice portraits of 
illustrious fi gures such as Kaiser Wilhelm II and Paul von Hindenburg, the record-
ings of which began during the war in connection with the autograph collection of 
Ludwig Darmstaedter. The second collection is made up of voice portraits of people 
who were not well-known or prominent individuals, but exemplary speakers of 
particular languages and dialects. Between 1915 and 1918, in German prisoner of 
war camps, the state-funded Königlich Preußische Phonographische Kommission 
(Royal Prussian Phonographic Commission) produced sound recordings of a range 
of languages, dialects and ethnic groups for the purposes of linguistic and musico-
logical research.1 1,030 recordings of music and song samples on Edison cylinders 
were produced under Carl Stumpf and his assistant, musicologist Georg Schüne-
mann, and in 1920 they were integrated into the Berliner Phonogramm-Archiv, 
which had been founded around 1900 by Stumpf and headed by Erich Moritz von 
Hornbostel since 1905. The recordings of prisoners of war continued the project 
of the Phonogram Archive to save and document the musical culture of primarily 
non-European groups, but also contained for example a collection of songs of the 
descendants of Germans who had emigrated to Russia.2 Also in German prisoner 
of war camps a group of linguists produced 1,650 recordings on wax discs. Accord-
ing to the English teacher and commissioner of the Phonographische Kommission 
Wilhelm Doegen, these gramophone recordings should form a ‘museum of the peo-
ples’ voices’ and a library of samples of spoken languages and dialects.3 In 1920 they 
were combined with the small collection of voice portraits of important men to 
form the Lautabteilung der Preußischen Staatsbibliothek (Sound Department of the 
Prussian State Library) in Berlin. Beginning in 1926 a few of the prisoners’ record-
ings were published as discs, each with an accompanying transcription and trans-
lation in the series ‘Lautbibliothek. Phonetische Platten und Umschriften’ (Sound 
Library. Phonetic Discs and Transcriptions).4 The larger part, however, has remained 
unpublished in the collection, which in 1934 was transformed together with new 
recordings into the Institut für Lautforschung (Institute for Sound Research) at the 
Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität in Berlin. Today, the collection is once again stored 
in the Humboldt-Universität after having been evacuated for years, whereas the 
research institute for phonetics to which it belonged after World War II disappeared 
in the 1980s. The collection is no longer a part of current phonetic or linguistic 
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research, but a historical collection of recordings. Although the sound recordings 
were matrixed, copied, played back and transcribed in the 1920s and, beginning 
in 1999, recently digitalised and indexed, they remain condemned – both content-
wise and in terms of their physical sound – to silence: not so much because they are 
rarely played and have never been published, but above all because they are not 
listened to.

Only recently has it become clear to historians and cultural theorists that the 
unpublished recordings of prisoners of war are not only valuable as historical 
speech samples, but can also be understood as sources for the historiography of 
soldiers – especially colonial soldiers – in World War I.5 Some of the recordings con-
tain extraordinary personal and biographical descriptions in the form of folkloris-
tic songs or texts. Accordingly, the collection of recordings of prisoners of war in the 
Lautarchiv is both a collection of historical phonetic discs and a historical, military 
and colonial archive.6 It is an archive, because it is now possible to address both his-
torical and cultural-theoretical research questions to the collection: for instance, 
questions about the style and content of prisoners’ descriptions of war, a war that 
fi rst of all created the conditions – internment and the infrastructure of the camps 
– that made it possible to produce sound recordings on a larger scale. It is my con-
tention – seen from the perspective of the history and theory of culture – that what 
is at issue in the recordings of prisoners of war found in the Lautarchiv is not merely 
physical and semantic speech, but also a powerful silence. Silence as a metaphor has 
largely been theorised in philosophy,7 history,8 cultural science9 and other human-
istic fi elds10 as well as in its poetic-political signifi cance.11 Silence as a sounding or 
non-sounding phenomenon has been elaborated in sound art12 and sound studies13 
as well as in media studies.14 My intention here is to investigate the relationship 
of silence with the early sound archive15 and sound recordings on the basis of the 
concrete example of the Lautarchiv. This silence spans a number of dimensions: 
the silence of the archives, technical silence, content-related silence, silence of the 
presentation and political silence.

2. The Silence of Archives

The fi rst task is to distinguish a sound archive from a conventional archive contain-
ing analogous written or visual documents. Although a sound archive also contains 
written documents that can be read, the sources to which it owes its name have 
to be listened to.16 It can be argued that the early sound archives, generally speak-
ing, did not adopt collections derived from administrative archives, as was the 
case with historical archives,17 but produced their archival documents or objects 
themselves.18 In addition, the principal documents of sound archives are time-based 
media, and they therefore ‘speak’ themselves; they preserve sounds as sounds, lan-
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guage as spoken or sung language. Consequently, they also conserve the silence of 
the sources as acoustic and audible silence. Hence, the aesthetic experience of the 
time-based medium of the sound recording is not only that the sound is played back 
over time and that a segment of historical time seems to reoccur in the present, but 
also that the sound in this passage of time, as sound, can be suspended, can become 
silent, while the medium and time continue running. 

At this point, it is important to distinguish between two types of silences for 
which the German language has two different words: Schweigen, understood as 
non-speech, as a conscious, non-verbal act of communication, and Stille, under-
stood as an abstract and pure state. Schweigen as non-speech is related to potential 
speech – and is to be distinguished from Stille as the absence of sound. While Stille 
is associated with nothingness and is therefore also a fi ction or a purely aesthetic 
construct, Schweigen does not imply nothing, but rather a break: Schweigen begins 
where speech breaks off, is interrupted or withheld in some other way; Schweigen 
ends when speech is restored. Schweigen is dependent on speech; to some extent it 
is the negation of speech; there is Schweigen where nothing is being said, but where 
something could, should, must, wants to be said. In this paper my use of the English 
‘silence’ should be understood in the sense of the German Schweigen, not Stille.

Of course, in very general terms silence can be observed in all historical archives. 
Archives have never recorded everything that we desire to know, to read up on 
and to reconstruct; rather, they always only contain fragments from the past and 
thus always only enable a construction of history that has to grapple with lacks and 
to give them context. In this sense, all historical archives administer not only an 
abundance of sources, but also their lack, and challenge historiography as a work 
of careful that does not reduce these lacks to nothing. In the sound archive, which 
houses the voices of so many historical fi gures, one becomes aware of (all) the other 
people whose voices were not recorded and, for those who were recorded, all the 
other speech situations that can be heard or imagined. The presence of the existing 
sound recordings makes it clear that by far the largest part of the past has not been 
captured in sound. With regard to the majority of voices, biographies and events, 
the archive remains silent. This structural silence is not a unique characteristic of 
sound archives; it can also be found in the form of gaps and lacunae in all other 
historical archives.

3. Technical Silence

More specifi c for the sound archive is the technical silence of the archive. The sound 
recordings as speaking sources are collected, preserved in a storage space and are 
silent as documents in the sense that they do not sound until they are activated by 
the user. The big difference between sound archives and other archives with time-
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based media, such as fi lm or video archives, is that a person’s voice is played back 
without an image of this person being shown. Characteristic for the sound record-
ing since the inventions of the phonograph (1877) and the gramophone (1887) is that 
a recording of a human voice can be separated from the body, the place and the 
time of the recording and stored with other voice recordings in the form of sound 
objects, which led to the founding of archives.19 As sound objects, sound record-
ings are able to wander through space and time, independent of the person whose 
voice is heard. When we hear a human voice that has been separated from the 
body of the speaker, it raises in our imagination the questions of who the speaker 
was, what he or she looked like, and so on: a desire for embodiment, for imagining 
the body and situation from which the sound emanated.20 While a sound archive 
houses a chorus of voices in technical reproduction, it never sounds in its entirety. 
An archive of sound recordings is silent for most of the time on an entirely practical 
level, although its potential lies precisely in the speaking, the making-speak and the 
allowing-to-speak of its recordings.

If technical silence is characteristic for sound archives, it is still not specifi c for the 
recordings of prisoners of war. For this collection the linguists of the Phonographis-
che Kommission made it a premise of their research that the texts to be recorded 
should be written down. For the gramophone recordings the prisoners recited 
the written text version from memory or read it aloud. If they could not read, the 
researchers would whisper the words and sentences to them. This inverted pro-
cedure, whereby written texts were verbalised for sound recordings, had been 
practised since 1908 by Joseph Seemüller at the Phonogrammarchiv in Vienna for 
recordings of German dialects21 and served, with regard to phonetic and dialect 
research, to achieve the most exact possible correlation between the spoken and 
the written. Besides the so-called spoken text, the researchers of the Phonographi-
sche Kommission also produced, as far as possible, a phonetic transcription of the 
texts as well as a German translation. The transcriptions were archived alongside 
the sound recordings in the collection. While many recordings contain numbers, 
lists of words, fairy tales, fables, poems, prayers and songs, one also fi nds personal 
stories that the researchers described as authored by the speakers themselves. How 
individual this authorship was considering the conditions under which the texts 
were written – the camp and the prior, scientifi cally controlled writing procedure – 
remains dubitable: Were the prisoners asked or forbidden to write certain passages, 
did the academics ‘complete’ or shorten their stories and so on? 

4. Content-Related Silence

Despite these auto-biographical accounts, another form of silence is also charac-
teristic for the collection of voices of prisoners of war, namely the content-related 
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silence of the sources. Elsewhere I have shown how, even in the texts described by the 
researchers as authored by the prisoners themselves, criticism of the conditions in 
the camp – hunger, disease, death and mistreatment – was either avoided or para-
phrased, clothed in metaphors or encoded in various ways.22 This corresponds to 
the censorship affecting the prisoners’ letters home, in which for example use of 
the word ‘hunger’ was forbidden.23 Although we have seen no evidence so far that 
the texts for the sound recordings – which remained in the hands of the German 
researchers – were also subjected to censorship or any other kind of interference by 
the camp or administrative bodies, they are likely to have been subjected to restric-
tions. In the following I will show these effects on concrete examples taken from the 
prisoner of war recordings.

On 1 August 1917 in Stolberg Antoine Subas, a Basque prisoner of war from 
Arcangues, fi lled three gramophone records with a connected report.24 While the 
sound recordings themselves were labelled ‘Lebensgeschichte eines Basken’ (The 
life story of a Basque), the French transcription undertaken by the Romance phi-
lologist Hermann Urtel is entitled ‘La lettre d’un basque en 1917’ (Letter of a Basque 
in 1917). It remains unclear, however, whether the letter was intended to be posted, 
had been written before or especially for the sound recording, and whether Subas 
wrote the text himself or dictated it. The written document, which covers a number 
of sheets, begins with a general address: ‘Well, good people, although I’m no scholar, 
I’ve decided to say everything I want to say in my simplicity as clearly as possible. 
We are in 1917’.25 The following description by Subas, who describes himself as ‘no 
scholar’, recounts in considerable detail his conscription into the army, his parting 
with his village and family, his journey to Bayonne and from there through France 
to the battlefi elds. He describes how he participated in the Battle of the Marne, 
where he was wounded and captured by the Germans along with other soldiers 
from the French army.

To be taken from there to the interior of Germany, we left a heap of wounded to be 
cared for by their Red Cross. Some with their arms torn off, others their legs. One 
with a broken hip, another with his body perforated by fi ve bullets. And many similar 
cases. It was terrible to hear their cries and groans, and worse still to see the state of 
these poor comrades.26

Subas describes death, mutilation, injury, pain and the shock of seeing and hearing 
the suffering of the wounded. He is able to invoke the horror of the battlefi elds, but 
does not criticise the treatment of the prisoners. When the subject turns to the role 
of the Germans, in whose power Subas found himself when he read his text aloud 
into the gramophone horn, censorship intervenes. In his letter he describes, follow-
ing his capture, his journey with the other prisoners through Belgium to Germany.
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Since then we have stayed here under their [the Germans’] command. Our senses 
dulled. But don’t think that because we’re prisoners we are unhappy and treated bru-
tally. No, it’s like this: what I want to say personally: I’ve been in Germany for three 
years; so far not once have either offi cers or a soldier said a word out of place. Quite 
the opposite. I believe that if we could understand each other, we’d become proper 
comrades together. You understand? These are men like us, family men, who are also 
waiting for an end to this terrible war.

Everything works well here. We are well looked after, and the German camp authori-
ties do everything in their power to make our lives easier. We can only be grateful to 
these gentlemen, and they will leave a lasting memory.27

The prisoners spoke into the gramophone horn neither spontaneously nor, with 
regard to content, freely. Subas’ words show the balancing act required to express 
oneself in a German camp in front of German researchers. Although he repeatedly 
describes the war as a catastrophe, he does not blame anyone it. On the contrary, 
he explicitly praises the efforts of the German camp commanders with regard to 
the prisoners and the opportunity, outside the period of (forced) labour, to read and 
attend concerts, theatrical performances and fi lms. Subas’ descriptions of leisure 
time read like German propaganda – and are invoked in similar sounding letters as 
evidence of the good German camp policy in the book Der Kriegsgefangenen Haltung 
und Schicksal in Deutschland published by Wilhelm Doegen in 1919 by order of the 
Reichswehrministerium.28 It can be assumed that it was taboo in German camps to 
criticise the camp conditions. Therefore, in order to uncover any hidden or coded 
messages, we must listen and read between the lines and words of the prisoners. 
Today, more than a hundred years later, such messages can only be deciphered with 
diffi culty – and this can only be achieved with the help of experts in the respective 
language, history and culture. Typical for the sound recordings is the ephemerality 
of the sound and of its meaning – which has to be painstakingly reconstructed.

In his analyses of power Michel Foucault has shown that power does not only 
operate restrictively, but also productively. Censorship not only suppresses modes 
of speaking; it also sets free other forms of expression, for example coded ones – on 
a great scale and with great variation. Thus, in his research on sexuality Foucault 
has shown that, beginning in the eighteenth century, talk about sex did not simply 
disappear, but changed and engendered ‘a new regime of discourses’.

There is no binary division to be made between what one says and what one does 
not say; we must try to determine the different ways of not saying such things, how 
those who can and those who cannot speak of them are distributed, which type of 
discourse is authorized, or which form of discretion is required in either case. There 
is not one but many silences, and they are an integral part of the strategies that 
underlie and permeate discourses.29 
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With this historical and theoretical perspective Foucault goes beyond the framework 
of essayistic and philosophical investigations of silence that understand the act of 
falling silent as a lack, a refusal or an interruption of the utterance – as absence. In 
the reception of later poststructuralist theories Lisa Mazzei applied a deconstruc-
tive approach to investigating the role of a silence that is charged with content. Her 
fascinating project, ‘thinking silence not as absence but as presence, not as lack but 
as excess, as meaning full and purpose full’,30 however, only concerns textual sources, 
omissions in textualisations. In her call to listen to silence she is forced to place the 
word ‘listen’ in inverted commas, as it does not address an acoustic entity. In a text, 
a textualisation, one cannot acoustically hear acoustic silence; through overwrit-
ing it is often not transmitted and through transcription often broken. Only in the 
medium of sound, of listening as such, can silence be acoustically heard and sus-
tained – instead of commented on.

5. Silence of the Presentation

It appears that with the sound recordings of the prisoners of war censorship did not 
interfere in the existing documents and cut holes in the texts, but that at least in a 
few cases it had already been internalised, with the effect that nothing was written 
or spoken that had to be edited out. Nor did any editing take place with the gramo-
phone recordings themselves. A stylus attached to an oscillating membrane regis-
tered into a wax disc every sound that entered into the gramophone horn: the voice 
of the speaker, the comments and whispered prompts of the researchers, the noise 
of the motor and the rotating of the disc as well as the long sustained tone at the 
end of the recording. During the matrixing process a copper matrix was produced 
from the wax disc, from which an unlimited number of shellac records could subse-
quently be cast. In the process all noise, all unintended remarks and disturbances 
were preserved – and all pauses, all the silence. The gramophone, once started, 
recorded everything – music, speech, sounds and silences, regardless of its meaning 
or sense, as has been pointed out by Friedrich Kittler.31 Thus, besides the texts and 
melodies, the shellac records from which the currently available digital copies were 
made offer a wide spectrum of other qualities. Disturbances and silence have not 
been removed in the interest of the production of a coherent, uninterrupted narra-
tive, but preserved as historical sources, as integral parts of the historical spoken 
or sung texts. 

By ignoring for a moment what the researchers perceived as disturbances – ques-
tions, coughs, laughter, sighs, incidental remarks or afterthoughts – it becomes pos-
sible on the basis of the unedited historical sound material to hear the silence of the 
presentation, the performative silence of the speaker. With such silence I neither mean 
the aesthetic pauses that are an integral part of songs and music recitals nor the 
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normal breaks in speech between sentences or units of meaning. Instead I am refer-
ring to unforeseen, unintended pauses that interrupt the normal fl ow of speech as 
disrupting, delaying, faltering and terminating as well as intentionally prolonged 
breaks in speech. The unforeseen silence of the presentation, the gaps in the spoken 
and sung recordings, becomes productive insofar as it gives rise in the listener less 
to a desire for embodiment than to a desire for narration, as they seem to call for 
narrative fi lling, for answers to questions. Why does the speaker stop speaking? 
Is he disconcerted, confused? Has he forgotten the text? Is he looking up at the 
other people present? Is he thinking of home or possibly of the payment for the 
recording? Is he impressed by the technical equipment? Does he interrupt the fl ow 
of speech intentionally? Has he lost sight of the line in the text that he is reciting? 
Is he in pain, short of breath? Is he suffering from hunger? Did he hear a noise or a 
comment? Did he stop to listen to something else?

These moments of silence in the presentation refer, on the one hand, to the pre-
carious political situation, the imbalance of power between those doing the record-
ing and those being recorded: the German researchers in alliance with the camp 
commanders and the prisoners in the camp as interned wartime enemies. They 
characterise the collection of sound recordings with prisoners of war once more as 
a sensitive collection that was compiled for research purposes under the coercive 
situation of the camp.32 On the other hand, the unintended pauses in the presenta-
tion also refer to the rigid recording setup, whereby the speaker is pressed by the 
researchers in front of the gramophone horn and, at the same time, is made to read 
aloud or repeat the text from a sheet of paper held above it.

Silence is historically signifi cant; however, it can only be interpreted specula-
tively. It is not clear why the speaker falls silent. From a distance that is both his-
torical and mediated it is impossible to fully determine the reasons for the silence. 
In the acoustic and imageless medium silence refuses semantic attributions – and 
this is what poses a challenge to scientifi c analysis: Silence wants to be, but cannot 
be, narratively fi lled. In this sense, it represents a challenge for historiography – 
when silence is interpreted, when one speaks over it or about it, it is simultaneously 
broken. Whereas silence can be heard and sustained in the medium of sound, the 
task of cultural history is to give it context and meaning without denying its per-
formativity. 

6. Political Silence

All four forms of silence outlined here – structural silence in the archive (incom-
plete collection), technical silence of the sound recording (non-sounding), content-
related silence of the sources (withholding or encoding of content) and performative 
silence in the presentation (breaking-off of speech) – can overlap, cancel or inten-
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sify one another. There is a fi fth form which I call political silence. Political silence 
is the silence produced by a human not as an object of science, but as a political 
subject and social being, as zoon politicon (Aristotle). A personal account by a politi-
cal subject turns out to be a historical source when listened to with attention to its 
content, its social function and its personal perspective. Consulting the archive to 
fi nd out how the prisoners of war described disease in the camp, we learn that not 
one of the 1,650 discs have a title that contains the word disease. Accusatory speech 
about disease and infection was in most cases taboo. Albert Kudjabo, a Congolese 
prisoner of war from the Belgian army, spoke, whistled and drummed the sentence 
‘Doctor is called to a man with a sick neck’ into the gramophone.33 However, this 
recording does not provide information about disease in the camp, but illustrates 
the motives of the researchers: The drum language was recorded as a special form 
of language and from an ethnological perspective. None of the three recordings 
have been preserved. Here the archive is silent both structurally and technically, 
since lost recordings can no longer be played, but only imagined.

However, a detailed search not among the titles, but in the prisoners’ texts does 
deliver traces of statements about disease in the camp. For example, Antoine Subas 
continued his letter: ‘Don’t worry about us. We’re lacking nothing, at least so far. 
We haven’t had the least pimple on us. The gentlemen doctors look after the sick 
very well. They take all the necessary precautions to prevent epidemics’.34 As a 
result of external or internalised censorship, epidemics, which along with hunger 
and poor hygiene represented the greatest threat to life in the camp, could only 
appear in the negative, as either hindered or indefi nitely deferred. On the other 
hand, a personal remark can be found in a text spoken into the gramophone horn 
on 8 December 1916 by Mala Singh from ‘Gardivala’, India, a twenty-nine-year-
old Sikh.35 He tells the story of a king and his seven sons, which ends as follows: 
‘The demon brought everyone back to life. He brought everyone home. When they 
arrived back home the king was overjoyed. To the youngest the king gave his king-
dom. Actually, the story is very long, but I have only written this much because I 
am not feeling well. I’m sick and in pain! For four months now! I have also been in 
hospital, but the pains haven’t gone away’.36

The source states that Mala Singh is suffering, but not how he was treated in the 
infi rmary, and how he is being treated now that he has left. His presentation, how-
ever, does not fall silent when he shifts from the fairy tale from his homeland to his 
very real disease in the German prisoner of war camp. Where silence about his suf-
fering might be conceivable or even expected, it fails to occur. However, statements 
about disease can only be found with diffi culty; they are infused with structural, 
technical and content-related silence and perhaps also present in performative 
silence, where they are not verbalised. Silence circles around the taboo theme in 
its various manifestations. It is also a political silence infi ltrated by power, prohibi-
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tions and omissions as well as by strategies of speaking without saying anything or 
falling silent and thereby implying something. The historian’s task might consist in 
making this silence discursively audible in the text, since in writing it is not acousti-
cally available. 

7. Parable of Silence

To bypass the paradox of making silence audible in the written – which in this 
online article enjoys the specifi c medial possibility of being accompanied, maybe 
over-sounded by the sound recording itself – I would like to conclude by discuss-
ing another recording from the collection, one that makes silence a theme in itself. 
Here silence enters the scene as a parable. At the time of his sound recording on 
1 March 1917 Seoraj Singh was in the so-called Halbmondlager (half-moon camp) 
in Wünsdorf south of Berlin. This was a Sonderlager (special camp) in which after 
1915 principally Indian and African colonial soldiers from the British and French 
armies were interned. The prisoners were meant to be politically indoctrinated and 
through targeted propaganda persuaded to reject their colonial masters.37 Seoraj 
Singh was a Hindu from Sairapur (Rai-Bareilly) in India, and a Thakur. By profes-
sion he was a zimindar, a landowner or farmer. His age at the time of the recording 
is not known – at least it was not entered into the Personal-Bogen, the form holding 
personal information which the linguists fi lled out for each gramophone record-
ing.38 The form, which also enquired after the birthplace of the speaker’s parents 
and the places in which the speaker had lived during different periods of his life, 
served less to document the speaker’s individual biography than to record infl u-
ences of language and dialect as well as social factors such as the schooling the 
speaker had undergone. Seoraj Singh was registered as a Hindi speaker. Although 
one can fi nd information and completed reports about him, he remains a blank 
canvas, an unknown biography. The real object of interest for the researchers was 
his audible speech.

Accordingly, the top of the form, clearly separated by a horizontal line from the 
personal details recorded further down, was used for information about the sound 
recording. Here, one could enter, besides the register number which complied with 
the principle of numerus currens, consecutive numbering, the place and room as well 
as the date and time of the recording, its duration and the diameter of the disc. To 
indicate the type of recording, one could underline one of the following options: 
‘speech recording, song recording, choir recording, instrument recording, orchestra 
recording’. Next to this was a box that was mostly used to indicate the language and 
provide a short title. For the recording PK 653 ‘Story / Hindi (Thakur)’ was entered. 

Seoraj Singh’s narration does not contain biographical information, but is a ver-
sion of one of the many Akbar-Birbal stories that were known in many languages in 
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India. Akbar the Great was a sixteenth-century Mughal emperor, Birbal his minis-
ter. A constant theme of the stories is Birbal’s use of cunning to overcome diffi cult 
situations and thereby to faithfully serve Akbar, who had power, but little worldly 
wisdom. Akbar-Birbal stories are mostly humorous and end with a clear moral mes-
sage. 

On 3 January 1917 in the Halbmondlager in Wünsdorf Seoraj Singh related the 
following narrative in Hindi into the gramophone horn:

The King of Delhi once asked his minister, a very intellectual man, “Biran, show me 
something that has never been seen before and never been heard.” Biran replied, 
“Good, your majesty, I shall show you something that will delight your senses.” On 
making this promise, he returned home and remained there for many days. To the 
men in his home he said, “Should someone ask after me, you must tell them that the 
King has ordered me to show him something miraculous, and that is why you know 
nothing.”

After several days had passed in this manner, Birbal presented himself in the audi-
ence hall and said, “The marvellous sight that you wished to behold, I shall show 
it tomorrow, and Your Majesty, Her Royal Highness, Mr Khúshru and his wife too 
should come”.
Saying this, he took everyone with him to his house and had them sit under his bed, 
and said, “No one is to speak; everyone must remain silent.”39 

This story about silence is not especially well-known, nor does it end with an explicit 
moral message. Birbal is supposed to show Akbar something ‘miraculous’. He thinks 
up something that Akbar has never consciously seen or heard: to be silent and to 
see and hear only silence. The story ends abruptly: Everyone is made to sit under 
Birbal’s bed and remain silent. The end seems to be missing. However, the end is 
also the point: that silence is fi lled with the not-said. While in the written versions, 
for instance the historical transcription, the story ends with a full stop, a punctua-
tion mark, in the acoustic version Seoraj Singh breaks off after the last sentence in 
a way that is unexpected for European ears: ‘nat sab cup sap salbrà’. Then a pause. 
Crackle. Crackle. Crackle. The command to remain silent is followed by its acoustic 
fulfi lment: The recording continues to run without spoken words, empty; only the 
crackling and clicking of the gramophone can be heard. Silence becomes audible 
as a time in which speech is possible, expected, necessary, but in which speech is 
withheld. Silence as non-speech, until at the end of the disc one hears a sustained 
note: a wobbly tone announcing the standard pitch, which at the time was 435 Hz. 
The reference tone was used to set the disc to the right playing speed and thereby to 
ensure that the voice of the speaker was not played at the wrong pitch or speed. The 
standard pitch sounds for one, two, three seconds, and the recording ends. 

The Akbar-Birbal story is a parable about silence, about listening to non-speech 
as something wonderful. However, it is also a parable in a second dimension, since 
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the story about silence is spoken, made audible through a voice, recorded onto a 
gramophone record, played on a computer or a CD. Silence is not only discursively 
named, but also practised as real and audible or inaudible – in sound, in the audio 
medium. Hence, the parable about silence becomes to some extent a realisation of 
the moral message, both in the spoken content and on the level of the acoustic. The 
story about silence fi gures as a semantically interpretable and acoustically audi-
ble parable – and perhaps also as a moral tale for historians: to understand the 
listening-to-silence of the sources as a possible political act and not to suspend this 
through overwriting.
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