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Or Not Being There 
(Notes for a Radio Topology)

Manuel Cirauqui

in a recording from december 1966, the writer Ju-
lio Cortázar introduced a short story reading with the 
following words: “Yes. (...) The truth is I have a number 
of albums recorded by poets and novelists and I’ve been 
always bothered by the idea of a guy that is brought on 
the chair of a recording studio with some texts he has 
prepared, and there is a big silence and then that voice 
comes out as if from nothingness, a voice that sounds 
already dead, and at the other end there is another 
guy who will purchase the album and will listen to it 
at home, and it will be as though he was also a little 
bit dead. (...) I would like to feel as if I was in the same 
room where you are listening to this album, and when I 
say ‘you’, you don’t exist for me, although – goodness do 
you exist, since we are this encounter between remote 
times and spaces, a cancellation of those times and 
spaces (...). Let’s say then that we are together, and I 
have a few writings here and I will read some of them 

as they come.” Cortázar’s somewhat neurotic need to 
start out not by reading, but just talking to the listener, 
improvising, is related to the frustrated desire to find 
a spatio-temporal continuity with the person to whom 
the recording is addressed, something that the very 
situation of the recording studio entirely precludes. The 
purpose underlying Cortázar’s improvisation seems to 
be the intensification of his here-and-now, a paradoxi-
cal trick (as paradoxical as the theorems of the uncon-
scious) to strengthen his connection with someone he 
does not see, someone who is always there-and-then, 
the inhabitant of a maybe. The writer inserts short com-
ments between stories, in order to constantly bring the 
reading back to its concrete situation (the one that should 
be shared), and then, at the beginning of the vinyl’s 
B-side, he goes back to his introductory obsession: “Now 
that I’m going to complete this album with some further 
readings, it is curious to imagine how things can organ-
ize and disorganize themselves beyond the thinkable. 
Perhaps you have listened to the first part and then 
you have gone to the cinema or spent six months study-
ing math, or maybe you just didn’t listen to side A yet 
since you just don’t like to proceed methodically; and 
on this side, I recorded those first readings already five 
days ago and afterwards I had such a cold that I could 
not go on since my voice seemed... like a seal asking the 
tamer for fish. And perhaps you are listening to me in 
shirtsleeves with the windows wide open, whereas here 
it was snowing last night and I am wearing a jumper 
that is... warm and yellow. Everything is distant and 
seems irreconciliable, and at the same time everything 
is given simultaneously in this very moment that does 
not exist for me yet, and that is nevertheless the mo-
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ment you are listening to these words that I recorded in 
the past, that is, in a time that for me, now, is still the 
future.” Sound, as the medium of disembodiment and 
spectrality, of echoes and canned voices, generates an 
unbearable anxiety in those who need to control (or at 
least be conscious of) the possibilities of reception as a 
condition of their performance, thus projected into and 
lost within the infinity of the possible. At some point in 
his speech, Cortázar refers to radio as a more natural 
and comfortable medium for the writer’s voice. With a 
technical context that is similar, though not identical to 
regular sound recording, radio suggests (or allows one 
to believe) the illusion that someone is on the other end 
of the “pipe”: a sort of linguistic breathing, as opposed to 
the “asphyxia” of isolated recording, occurs between two 
hypothetical places, copresent only in the imagination. 

For the transmitter, the radio studio resembles a gi-
ant telephone, just as Bertolt Brecht had imagined 
in his seminal article “The Radio As an Apparatus of 
Communication” (1932): “The radio would be the finest 
possible communication apparatus in public life, a vast 
network of pipes. That is to say, it would be, if it knew 
how to receive as well as to transmit, how to let the 
listener speak as well as hear, how to bring him into 
a relationship instead of isolating him.” But it should 
not be forgotten that the listener’s isolation (not affect-
ing the transmitter, who can always be comforted by 
the phantasm of an undetermined audience) provides a 
subtle masochistic pleasure: that of being the witness 
and addressee of a voice without being recognized; and, 
too, that of being absent from “here” and belonging to an 
elsewhere, a partial disappearance. These two libidinal 

extremes (the spectral contact with a disembodied voice 
and the sensorial penetration of an imaginary topos) cir-
cumscribe the mental and emotional area of radio listen-
ing. It might seem obvious that nowadays, this dialectic 
between (timeless) recording and (live or time-specific) 
broadcasting has been complicated or even neutralized 
by the effects of podcasting, Internet-based radio and all 
the new ways of altering traditional listening protocols. 
Yet the problem of the “death of live broadcasting” loses 
its relevance if we consider the percentage of programs 
that, in traditional radio, were and still are recorded in 
advance and broadcasted later on as if they were live, that 
is, with the both functional and perverse aim of giving 
an illusion of simultaneity. In any case, in the end, live 
broadcast operates as a highly malleable fiction, for which 
transmitters and listeners are equally responsible. Both 
are tacit cosignatories of what could be called a fictional 
pact. We will come back to this point later. The urgency 
and emotion of the radio experience are more related to 
the perfect juxtaposition of the present and another time 
(unspecific) than to actual simultaneity. The trite “magic” 
of radio comes from that coupling of here and elsewhere in 
one now; objective and subjective time are suddenly tuned 
to each other. Perhaps that is why good radio programs are 
so inevitably rare – too much sense is just unbearable.       

The coordinates of the fictional pact underlying radio 
listening also set out the terms of a three-band spatio-
temporal interplay, between the actual place of trans-
mission, the place that the transmission projects as a 
topological fantasy, and the place of reception (that the 
transmitter, on her end, can picture but never control). 
These were the coordinates in Juan Muñoz’s favorite 
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games, shifting from one illusionistic field to another, 
using radio like an actor’s mask. “Good evening, and 
welcome once again to A Man In A Room, Gambling.” 
The speaker emphasizes the regularity of the program, 
which the audience of course has never listened to 
before. As opposed to Building for Music (1993), a radio 
project broadcasted “from a moving car”, A Man In a 
Room, Gambling (1992) immediately induces the listener 
to place herself on the threshold of a dark lounge, where 
a master gambler executes advanced card tricks. We are 
forced to imagine the speaker’s hands, performing the 
movements as they are explained, exactly as though the 
hands were words. “As we mentioned yesterday [but we 
are listening to the first transmission of the program... 
Every transmission lasts about five minutes] we are 
going to explain the second part [we will always lack 
the first] of some of the most common card tricks that 
can be performed at a gambling table.” The description 
of the trick is impossible to follow, the whole piece be-
ing based on an idea of a frustrated auditory mimesis. 
This makes the listener feel paralyzed by the words and 
lost between two moving gestures. “Pay close attention. 
Take the lower pack with your right hand... And instead 
of putting it on top of the other, slide it along the table 
on top of your left hand. Now, take the second pack and 
put it on top in the same way.” A word of satisfaction or 
cynical perplexity, or a final piece of advice, closes every 
broadcast. “(...) Square the cards again, deal the card 
from the bottom, move it an inch or so from the pack... 
Now turn it over... Good. Thank you and good night.” 
In a paper published a few months after Juan Muñoz’s 
death in 2001, the critic Adrian Searle described the 
following episode to illustrate the artist’s illusionistic 

impulse: “Ten years ago Muñoz and I did a half-hour 
unscripted radio conversation together for the BBC, one 
of those long interrogations that sound like high-brow 
fireside chat. Of course no one talks like that in real life, 
except when it’s late, except when they’re drunk, except 
when there’s no one else around to stop them. Halfway 
through the live recording Muñoz, trying to explain ‘the 
condition of presence’ in sculpture, and the paradox of 
trying to do this through the singularly dematerialized 
medium of radio, announced to the audience that his 
work was exactly like the illusory situation we were 
presenting on air: although it sounded as though he 
and I were in the same room, he was in fact alone in 
a recording booth in Rome, while I was in an identical 
sound-studio in London. Beyond the soundproofed glass 
wall, I saw the programme’s producer drop her head in 
her hands. Muñoz felt, he said, like a figure in one of 
his own works. Nor, he observed, did either of us know 
where our listeners were, or even if there were any; we 
were all taking part in an illusion, while unseen rooms 
multiplied around us, a labyrinth of solitaries, each 
constructing a world through the voices on the radio.”1 

That is how Juan Muñoz’s radio pieces pertain to the 
same metaphysics as his sculptures (assuming that 
radio pieces could or should be considered as sculptures 
as well): the transmitter is where he is not, the listener 
fails in his listening experience and thus completes it, 
radio speaks toward us just as a sculpture fixes us with 
resin eyes – say, a sculpture in the shape of smiling 
dwarf holding a real transistor to his ear. Far beyond 
the radio-theatrical context, in Juan Muñoz’s work the 
speaker’s imposture stands as an attempt to conjure up 
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the mobility and/or spectrality of the listener, as a phan-
tom haunting every act of emission. This creates a cross-
fire of projections that never meet, a double monologue 
that may only appear as a dialogue from the perspective 
of a third comprehensive instance (call it “cinema”).             

It is quite curious that Searle’s tribute article was titled 
“Vanishing Point”, just like the movie directed by Rich-
ard C. Sarafian in 1971, yet did not include any sort of 
reference to it. Sarafian’s story (following a screenplay 
by Guillermo Cabrera Infante, alias Guillermo Cain) 
is quite simple: an ex-racing driver, ex-cop, addicted 
to speed pills, accepts the job of taking a car (probably 
stolen) from Denver to San Francisco in less than eight 
hours, driving non-stop, without sleep. The financial 
interest in the deal, if there is any, remains obscure, 
yet it serves as the perfect excuse for Kowalski (the 
crazy driver, interpreted by Barry Newman) to play his 
favorite game (cop-chases-hero); so, as soon as Kowal-
ski crosses the Nevada state border, numerous patrols 
are already cooperating to stop him. And here is where 
Super Soul (Cleavon Little), star announcer of a local 
Black militant radio station, enters the scene. The sta-
tion’s operator picks up messages from the police radio 
(the political context of it all is as vague as Kowalski’s 
illegal mission) which Super Soul (who, by the way, is 
blind) “filters” into his presentations. Kowalski’s race is 
immediately assumed to be a defiance of order, in the 
name of individual freedom, etc. etc. (In terms of ideo-
logical critique, the film is as deep as a football match). 
Tracking the police who track Kowalski, Super Soul 
becomes the hero’s blind guide, speaking to him on open 
broadcast and getting more and more personal as Kow-

alski leaves the road and enters the vast desert to avoid 
the cops. Kowalski, Kowalski. Can you hear me? Do you hear 
me Kowalski? I know you can hear me Kowalski and I’m sure 
you hear me now, this very minute. Now listen very carefully, the 
whole mobile force of the Nevada State Highway Patrol is after 
you. They waiting for you to come up for air. Yeah. Now some 
people imagine you’ll try to get to California through Death Val-
ley, and others bet you’ll die there in the desert. These few are just 
too happy to see you vanish for good out there. But my tape deck 
is just jammed with telegrams as my head is jammed with phone 
calls from people who are wishing you well in your getaway, no 
matter where it might lead you. Little by little, the com-
munication between them settles on the radiotelepathic 
dimension. Super Soul, somehow aided by his blind-
ness, follows Kowalski through the desert and gives him 
advice: You can beat the police and you can beat the road and 
you can even beat the clock, but you can’t beat the desert. Nobody 
can. You just cannot... At that point, Kowalski grumbles go 
to hell and turns off the radio. Their next conversation 
takes place after an interlude full of trivial anecdotes 
(that’s the pseudo-documentary aspect of the movie). 
Super Soul waits with his eyes open until he feels it is 
the right moment to speak again. Until the car is back 
on the road. [Super Soul, over the music:] Hey, brother K. 
[Kowalski, with contemplative eyes looking ahead:] Hi. 
[Super Soul:] Welcome back. How’re you feelin’? [Kowalski:] 
Tired. [Super Soul, grinning from his tape deck:] Oh, I 
bet you’ tired... You wanna know what’s happening? [Kowalski 
grins wryly:] Yeah, what’s happening? [Super Soul:] Well, 
Big Brother is not so much watching as listening in, as you well 
might have gathered by now. Flowing naturally, the ra-
diotelepathic dialog between Kowalski and Super Soul 
reaches its acme at this point. The apparently relaxed 
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atmosphere of the chat finds its counterpoint in the po-
lice’s silent witnessing through the radio, a latent atten-
tion presiding over the scene like an omen of death.    

“Remember The Enemy Is Listening”. A big sign with 
this sentence written in capital lettres watches over a 
radio operations office of the British Army. The image, 
which I found on the Web, probably dates from World 
War II. Should we have that same warning stuck on our 
mobile phones these days? If you cannot hide anywhere, hide 
in plain sight. On the other hand, it seems that culture 
has reached a point of explicitation where visibility and 
opacity increase parallel to each other. Above ordinary 
meanings, a layer of phantom semantics unfolds, as 
vague as the noosphere. Data saturation (or obesity, 
we could say) crushes interpretation through the very 
force of its size and overexposure. Many are the strate-
gies for getting backstage and ultimately realizing that 
it was part of the set-up. The researcher gets lost in the 
labyrinth of conspiracy theories, which are as seductive 
as role-playing games. Scanning Hertzian wastelands 
like a dowser, his radio has something pendulum-like 
about it. His name could be “Manolis of Greece”, like one 
of the members of the Enigma2000 collective. One day, 
he comes across a funny number station2 broadcasting 
from the Middle East. The calling session is always in English, 
but the messages can be in Arabic. There is a connection between 
Agent ID and message language. Operators have an Egyptian 
accent and it is interesting that the word “Repeat” used when a 
repetition of a message is going to start, sounds like “Rebeat”. Op-
erators sometimes use music from the late Egyptian singer Oum 
Kulthum. Two songs are the most common, “Arouh Le Min” 
(Where Should I Go) and “Inte Omri” (You Are My Life). Songs 

are played from a random point and not from the beginning. 
The original songs are lengthy so it is unlikely to hear the whole 
of them. Variations in playback speed noted in the past suggests 
playback from tape. Recently the Microsoft Windows sound “ding.
wav” heard twice and some jumps in the playback speed noted. 
Maybe E25 made a step towards the digital era. A transmission 
does not always start with music. A 1000 Hz tone may be used 
alone, or followed by music. Sometimes the announcer just starts 
calling the agent(s). There is a connection between what song is 
used (if any) and the agent ID. The operator calls one or more 
agents with their 3-figure ID. If the ID is followed by 1 or 2 
digit number(s), no message will follow for the agent. The string 
of numbers following agent’s ID may play a “control” purpose. 
Of course there can be a mixed situation, 3-figure agents’ ID 
then 3-figure ID followed by a “control” string3. The choice of 
love songs by number stations is mysterious; it lends 
them an allegorical allure; it also makes love songs 
more interesting. “Something weirder happened to me 
once,” posted someone in the comments section, “using 
an old multi-function domestic radio, one of those where 
you can switch a TV monitor as well. Drifting through 
the waves one night, I picked up a number station that 
sounded somehow familiar. A woman read series of 
eleven figures after which she said the name of an Ital-
ian city. After eleven number sequences, one could hear 
the song Ansiedad by Nat King Cole. The speaker would 
go back to her count with a sad, broken Italian accent. 
Her voice was very similar to someone I had loved three 
years ago. After one hour of petrified listening, I knew it 
was her. I decided to send out a Morse message, expect-
ing it would be received and, ultimately, recognized. 
The first memory that came to my mind, it’s useless 
to explain why, was a late Kiowa Indian song: ‘I don’t 
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care you’ve been married sixteen times, I still love you’. It was 
impossible to catch that station again in the following 
days and nights. A horrible Sumatra music had replaced 
Nat King Cole and the Italian number series. But about 
a week after I found a QSL card4 in my mailbox, illus-
trated with a picture of the Leaning Tower of Pisa under 
a violet sky. On the back, next to the communication 
date, I could read: ‘Message received. No problem’. It was her 
handwriting.” The post (signed “P. Siracusa”) was delet-
ed some days later. Number Station Melancholy, or Number 
Station Blues, that could have been the fable’s title.     

For Konstantins Raudive, who spent his entire life in-
vestigating electronic voice phenomena, the interstitial 
zones of Hertzian space were limbic points where the 
voices of the dead could be heard. According to Para-
celsus, spirits are not living entities but rather echoes 
of those who inhabited this world in the past, residual 
disembodied energies, incapable of agency. Their ex-
pressions (apparitions, wails, etc.) are hollow, since 
there is no will in them. That could be the definition of 
the specter: image and sound without physical volume, 
expressivity without will, sensorial residue. Voices of 
dead people might have been heard millions of times, 
but how many conversations between spirits? If radio 
is a space for such assemblies, it would be interest-
ing to know what the topic of each session is. At this 
point, they seem quite similar to those assemblies of 
sculptures in the works of Juan Muñoz. “Radio hap-
pens in sound,” said George Whitehead, “but I don’t 
believe that sound is what matters in radio, or any of 
the acoustic media. What does matter is the play among 
relationships: between bodies and antibodies, hosts 

and parasites, pure noise and irresistible fact, all in a 
strange parade, destination unknown, fragile, uncer-
tain. (...) Radio is certainly most captivating as a place, 
but a place of constantly shifting borders and multiple 
identities, a place where the living can dance with the 
dead, where voices can gather, mix, become something 
else, and then disappear into the night – degenerates in 
dreamland.”5 In one of those radio limbos, I once heard 
a fable of disembodiment: A woman drapes her skin across a 
chair in the bedroom she shares with her husband and slips out 
a window to enjoy the night. Night after night she leaves their 
bed. She is always careful to return before her husband wakes. 
She slips back into her skin and then back into their bed. But one 
night her husband wakes and sees her skin across the chair. He is 
distraught. He seeks the advice of “an old woman in the village.” 
She tells him to take some salt and rub the inside of the empty 
skin with it. A few nights later, the woman leaves again and the 
husband applies the salt to her skin. When she returns to her 
skin it will not yield: “Skin, skin, ya na know me?” she screams. 
Caught between her body and her spirit, her insides keep her 
out. The husband who believes he has the right to the entrances 
and exits of her body can coat the inside of her skin with salt but 
he cannot keep her home. His failure to hold her in their bed 
prompts him to make her skin unable to house her spirit. Both 
exiled, her question hangs in the air: “Skin, skin, ya na know 
me?” The woman’s voice cannot reanimate her skin. And she 
remains lost to her own body because of this desire to mark it as 
his. Peggy Phelan, who transmits this folk Indian tale 
in the middle of a discourse on visibility, feminism and 
resistance, adds at some point the following comment: 
Indigenous dream interpreters, as against Freudian ones, would 
say she is walking with The Invisible. Alienated from a body 
that is haunted by the Law, the voice is banished to the 
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wastelands that only radios can explore after midnight. 
Peggy Phelan’s discourse, inscribed within The Laurence 
Rassel Show (Laurence Rassel & Terre Thaemlitz, 2006), 
floats in a very specific limbo – that of thwarted radio 
broadcasts. Commissioned by German public radio, the 
project (a radiophonic choral essay of considerable di-
mensions, where discourses are constantly commented 
on and illustrated by Terre Thaemlitz’s collages and 
drones) was made, but its broadcast was cancelled for 
apparent copyright problems related to the number of 
quotes that appeared in the recording. Despite the ob-
scure reasons behind it, we can consider the cancellation 
to be a fact that determines the project’s disembodiment 
from itself, i. e., from its original medium or “matter”. 
This could have a particular impact in terms of restruc-
turing one of the central pieces, a domestic night record-
ing (subsequently remixed in the studio) where Terre 
Thaemlitz in person sneaks into the bedroom where 
Laurence Rassel (a feminist pro-anonymity activist, and 
her partner in the project) is sleeping with her boy-
friend. Gripping his voice recorder, Thaemlitz’s objective 
is to find Rassel’s dirty laundry bag and execute an act 
of “fetishistic authoring”, something that we could also 
term, from a not-too-distant perspective, a signatura. 
Thaemlitz, in a hilarious domestic guerrilla action that 
stands as a tacit response to Peggy Phelan’s theoretic 
proposal, enters the room on tiptoe while whispering 
into the microphone the reasons for this fetishistic 
performance. “We wanted to counter this notion of fetishizing 
the recognized or ‘authored’ body with a story about the cor-
responding way in which the patriarchal notions of authorship 
also extend to the fetishization of the invisible, or the non-author. 
Because Laurence and I are both skeptical of the ways in which 

everyone in left-wing circles are talking about ‘active invisibility’ 
and the power of the unseen. (...) So I thought Laurence’s exploi-
tation of my character as someone ‘famous’ should be paralleled by 
my fetishization of her character as an ‘unknown’. (...) My idea is 
to find their dirty laundry, and sniff it in a fetishistic way. I have 
to tell you, I’m not into this kind of thing at all, but I am com-
mitted to this broadcast and will do what it takes to illustrate this 
notion that fetishism can be a means of authoring the ‘invisible’ 
as well as the ‘visible’.” When he finally reaches the plastic 
bag where Rassel and her boyfriend keep their dirty 
laundry, Terre Thaemlitz breathes in deeply and cannot 
restrain his laughter. By sniffing a saturated material 
(damp underwear) in a specific context that remains 
symbolically shut, unrecorded, Thaemlitz attacks the 
imaginative projection of the listener, who suddenly (and 
comically) becomes the auditory equivalent of a forced 
voyeur/euse. This moment – despite its inaugural cancel-
lation – could be remembered as one of the most extrava-
gant and subversive episodes in the history of the radio 
medium. Insofar as every radiophonic event projects a 
hypothetical present time that the listener is free to “ac-
cept” (in what we have called the fictional pact of radio), its 
existence as a recording (always and necessarily, of some-
thing) irresistibly draws the outline of a topos that escapes 
all possible verification. The radiophonic moment is 
structurally a possible moment, the trace and simulacrum 
of a trace, an imitation of time, but not time itself, since 
there is no such thing as time disembodied. And that is 
why it needs to be the parasite of another time, to ex-
ist in it, since it has no time of its own. The radiophonic 
space-time (recorded or live) can never fully actualize 
itself, since that would imply putting one here-and-now 
into another, and the consequent annihilation of both. 
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1.  Cf. Adrian Searle, “Vanishing Point”, Frieze, no. 63, 
November 2001. Text available online: http://www.
frieze.com/issue/article/vanishing_point/

2.  “Numbers stations (or number stations) are 
shortwave radio stations of uncertain origin. In the 
1950s, Time Magazine reported that the numbers 
stations first appeared shortly after the war (WW2) 
and were using a format that had been used to 
send weather data during that war. Numbers 
stations generally broadcast artificially generated 
voices reading streams of numbers, words, letters 
(sometimes using a spelling alphabet), tunes or 
Morse code. They are in a wide variety of languages 
and the voices are usually female, although 
sometimes men’s or children’s voices are used”. 
Source: Wikipedia.

3.  For the complete Manolis of Greece report, see 
Enigma2000 group newsletter 39, March 2007. 
http://www.brogers.dsl.pipex.com/enigma2000/

4.  “QSL is one of the Q codes used in 
radiocommunication and radio broadcasting. A 
Q code message can stand for a statement or a 
question. In this case, QSL means either ‘do you 
confirm receipt of my transmission?’ or ‘I confirm 
receipt of your transmission’. A QSL card is a 
written confirmation. QSL cards confirm either a 
two-way radiocommunication between two amateur 
radio stations or a one-way reception of a signal 
from an AM radio, FM radio, television or short-
wave broadcasting station. They can also confirm 
the reception of a two-way radiocommunication by a 
third party listener. A typical QSL card is the same 
size and made from the same material as a typical 

postcard, and most are sent through the mail as 
such”. Source: Wikipedia.

5.  See “The Radio Play Is No Place: A Conversation 
Between Jerôme Noetinger and George Whitehead”, 
in Experimental Sound & Radio, ed. by Allen S. Weiss, 
New York University and Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, 2001, previously published as a special 
issue of The Drama Review, vol. 40, no. 3, Fall 1996.


