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Preface
What follows below is an overview of the Star Carr: Sonic Horizons of the Mesolithic
project. The text is an adapted and edited version of a much longer and more detailed
paper published in The Journal of World Archaeology by Hughes and Elliot in May 2014.1
The full paper can be found on the Data Drive.2

Introduction
Star Carr, Sonic Horizons of the Mesolithic is an installation and research project developed
as a collaboration between composer Jon Hughes and archaeologist Dr. Ben Elliot. The
installation was created in 2013 for performance at a number of events throughout the
course of the summer of 2013. The Data Drive contains a number of files that accompany
this document, including Bformat and stereo renders of the Sonic Horizons soundscape.3

Creating the Installation
The original idea for the project came in a meeting between the two collaborators in
late 2012. Ben Elliot had recently secured a postdoctoral research position as part of the
Postglacial project at the University of York, and was interested in finding innovative
ways to work with the resources recently placed at his disposal. The Postglacial project is
funded by an ERC grant to further explore the world famous Star Carr archaeological site
in North Yorkshire.4 Beginning in this initial meeting, Ben and I developed a plan to use
sound in new and innovative ways to explore the landscape narrative of the ancient
Mesolithic site at Star Carr.

1

HUGHES and ELLIOT 2014.
See: /DataDrive/Sonic Horizons Media/Sonic Horizons World Archaeology paper.
3
See: /DataDrive/Sonic Horizons Media/Sonic Horizons audio files/
4
https://sites.google.com/site/starcarrfieldwork/Home.
2
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Our starting point was to ask the following simple question: what were the ‘sonic
horizons’—the horizons of the sonic experience—for people living in Star Carr?5 In an
attempt to answer this question, we set out to build an archive of sounds that might have
been experienced by people at Star Carr. Once the archive was built, we used it in a
number of different ways, as will be explained in more detail below.
The use of sound in the museum and heritage industry has developed substantially in
recent years, with many well-known institutions in the UK initiating projects that engage
with sound in innovative ways.6 There has also been a growth in projects seeking to foster
collaborative relationships between creative artists and cultural institutions, such as the
Museums and Heritage Partner Network. These developments reflect a growing academic
interest in the study of sound in relation to a range of disciplines, frequently referred to
under the umbrella term of ‘sound studies’.7 Sonic Horizons of the Mesolithic emerged in part
from an engagement with this field. One particularly relevant strand in this field, acoustic
ecology, developed under the auspices of the World Soundscape Project, founded by
Raymond Murray Schafer, Barry Truax and Hildegard Westerkamp during the 1970s at
Vancouver’s Simon Fraser University.8 Truax defines a soundscape as any sonic
environment, with particular emphasis on the way it is perceived and understood by an
individual or by a society.9 Elsewhere Schafer10 has given a more general definition,
describing a soundscape as ‘any acoustic field of study’, which includes a piece of music, a
radio program or any sonic environment.
The approach taken for the Sonic Horizons of the Mesolithic project developed in part from
exposure to the field of sound studies, but also from my own recent compositional
practice. Particularly relevant in this regard are two site-specific installation pieces, both
discussed in detail elsewhere in this document: Terrarium, a dance work commissioned by
the North York Moors National Park Authority in 2012 (see Chapter 6), and a John
Cage-inspired sound installation, A Dip in the Lake, performed in York in 2012 (see
Chapter 7). Both utilised environmental sound recordings mixed ambisonically and played
back through the use of a large outdoor 30 metre ambisonic speaker circle to creates a
5

As far as I can tell I coined this phrase. A search on the internet for Sonic Horizons today (2nd
November 2014), will lead almost exclusively to references to this project. A Google search of
‘Sonic Horizons’ results in eight of the first ten entries being for the project under discussion
here. (The other two are a reference to Sonic Horizons Hurricane cable and a page regarding
acoustic theory). I have however found one other use of the phrase in BORN 2013, page 13,
although used in a different context, and published later than our project.
6
SHARP 2013 .
7
PINCH and BIJSTEVELD 2012 page 7.
8
PINCH and BIJSTEVELD 2012 page 7.
9
TRUAX 1999.
10
SCHAEFFER 1977 page 7.
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high-quality, fully immersive sonic experience. Furthermore, both Terrarium and A Dip in
the Lake drew their primary sound recordings from a specific geographic area and sonic
community. In the case of Terrarium, this consisted of the landscape and community of the
North York Moors National Park while A Dip in the Lake drew on the sounds of the City of
York itself during a single twenty-four-hour period. In both cases, the primary recordings
were used as a source of audio material to create the final sound fabric.
In the case of Sonic Horizons of the Mesolithic, we adapted this approach, focussing on the
construction of a sound archive for a specific archaeological landscape: Lake Flixton during
the time that Star Carr was occupied (c. 9000 cal. BC ). Since the initial discovery of a
series of Early Mesolithic sites around the edges of an extant lake by John Moore in the
late 1940s, this landscape has been the focus of intense archaeological and
palaeoenvironmental investigation. Clark’ s famous excavation of a rich assemblage of
organic and inorganic Early Mesolithic material culture at the site of Star Carr brought
this landscape to the attention of the academy internationally,11 while the pioneering
integration of palaeoenvironmental studies alongside archaeological investigations helped
to set the tone for future approaches to the study of the Mesolithic period.
Using the archaeological and palaeoenvironmental data from this region,12 a catalogue
of sound recordings was assembled, featuring the sounds of animals, environments,
materials and human activities that have a demonstrable presence in and around Lake
Flixton during the Early Mesolithic. These recordings originate from a variety of sources:
some environmental and animal sounds were kindly donated by the British Library’s
National Sound Archives, and some human activity sounds were created experimentally
using flint, antler, water, wood and stone.

The Form of the Installation
These sounds, once assembled and catalogued, were used to create a thirty-four-minute
long soundscape composition inferred from the Mesolithic archaeology of the Vale of
Pickering. This utilized a series of sixteen ‘scenes’ to provide an overarching structure.
The theme of each was based directly on the human activities evidenced within the
archaeological record and set against the backdrop of environmental sounds inferred from
11

CLARK 1954
CLARK 1954 ; CLOUTMAN 1988a , 1988b ; CLOUTMAN and SMITH 1988 ;
CONNELLER et al. 2012 ; LANE and SCHADLA-HALL, forthcoming; MELLARS and DARK
1998

12
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the palaeoenvironmental record. As an aid to the compositional process, two recurring,
fictitious Mesolithic characters, Jack and Amber, were used to link the various activities
together. For example, the considerable body of evidence for flint knapping and the use of
fire around Lake Flixton13 formed the basis for one particular scene. This was set by a
fireside in front of a hut-like structure, similar to that excavated at Star Carr,14 but located
some 20m from the lake edge. Recorded sounds of flint being experimentally knapped by
Elliott in a studio environment were mixed ambisonically with the sounds of night-time
forest and marshland environments from the British Sound Archive’s environmental
sound recordings. To this was added the sound of a modern-day campfire, recorded by
Hughes in York in 2012 as part of his previous work. British Sound Archive field
recordings of various birds and animals were then mixed into the scene: a tawny owl, barn
owl and long-eared owl, alongside the sounds of red deer and wolves. The remains of
these species have been recovered from Star Carr and several other sites around the edges
of the Vale of Pickering.15 These were situated at varying distances from the listener to
create a sense of spatial scale and place within the landscape. For example, sounds from
the lake-fringes were positioned as if coming from the left, sounds from the forest on the
right and the fire and flint knapping sounds positioned centrally. Animal sounds such as
wolf and red deer were positioned at a distance from the right, as if being heard from deep
within the forest.
The total list of scenes featured within the soundscape included: midnight flint
knapping, stalking red deer in woodland, heating water with fire-warmed stones, and a
coracle journey across marshland and Lake Flixton. Details of each of these scenes can be
found in Appendix 1, where copies of the handouts given to visitors to the installation can
be found.
During the mixing process, recordings were positioned and blended together to create
a continuous sound fabric. This allowed the full texture and richness of specific sound
recordings to be explored and to build towards an immersive and captivating sonic
experience for the listener, without compromising the academic integrity of the research
on which the scenes were based. However, it should be stressed that the mixing of the
soundscape was in itself an interpretative and expressive process; the final piece has been
referred to as a ‘soundscape’ rather than a ‘sonic reconstruction’ in recognition of this fact.

13

CONNELLER and SCHADLA-HALL 2003
CONNELLER et al. 2012
15
FRASER and KING 1954 ; ROWLEY-CONWY 1998 ; LANE and SCHADLA-HALL,
forthcoming
14
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Presenting the Installation
The thirty-four-minute soundscape was presented in an ambisonic set-up at four events
through the summer of 2013. The first took place at the public opening of the Yorkshire
Museum’s After the Ice: Yorkshire’s Prehistoric Peoples exhibition, an open-air event in the
Museum Gardens adjacent to the Yorkshire Museum in York. This featured a set of eight
outdoor speakers, set up in a circle 24m in diameter with a series of benches positioned in
the centre. A small marquee was erected to one side of the speaker circle, housing the less
weatherproof equipment from the elements and sheltering a small display board.
Appropriate handling objects lent from the adjacent Yorkshire Museum were also housed
within this marquee (see Figure 1 below). Members of the public were free to wander
through the speaker circle and experience the soundscape, and the authors and museum
staff were on hand to discuss the content and relevance of the sounds being played with
the aid of laminated printouts providing a scene-by-scene overview of the piece. These
have been included in Appendix 116. The installation lasted from 10 am until 3 pm.

Figure 1: Sonic Horizons ambisonic sound installation set up within the Yorkshire Museum Gardens,
York. Note the marquee containing display boards, handling collections and non-waterproof
equipment.

The second event took the form of the opening lecture and reception of York’ s Festival
of Ideas, a ticketed event featuring a lecture on world prehistory from Peter Watson
alongside a scaled timeline representing 15,000 years of human activity in Europe. This
30cm thick, annotated line ran through several rooms of a large exhibition space, working
at a scale of 1cm for every year. This differed from the first event in that it took place
indoors, and used an eight meter diameter circle of six indoor speakers.
16

It can also be found on the Data Drive in PDF format: /DataDrive/Sonic Horizons Media/Sonic
Horizons soundscape hand out sheets/
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Figure 2: Sonic Horizons installation at the Festival of Ideas, York.

The speaker circle was set up at the point at which the Mesolithic period began on the
timeline and was staffed constantly by the authors, who were on hand to explain the
purpose and content of the soundscape and offer listeners a printed copy of the overall
scene structure (see Appendix 1). Guests at the opening lecture were able to explore the
timeline and soundscape during a post-lecture wine reception, which lasted around three
hours.
The third event took place within the same exhibition space as the second, and it
formed part of the Festival of Ideas Fringe event, a publicly accessible event aiming to engage
children and young people with humanities research at the University of York. The space
was shared with several other interactive activities promoting a diverse range of research.
Again, an eight meter speaker circle was created with six speakers. In the centre of this
circle, a tarpaulin was laid down and children and adults were given the opportunity to
participate in red deer antler-working tasks using flint tools (see figure 2), in the manner
employed at Star Carr.17 Both authors were on hand throughout the event to supervise the
antler-working activities and explain the soundscape with the aid of the print-out. The
event was open to members of the public and was attended by families, meaning that a
mixture of children, adolescents and adults experienced the soundscape through the
course of a five-hour day.
The fourth event took place on-site in the Vale of Pickering, during the public open
days of the 2013 excavations at Flixton Island. This site is situated approximately 1km
away from Star Carr, and is being excavated as part of the Postglacial project, alongside
17

ELLIOT and MILNER 2010

262

Star Carr itself. The open days featured guided tours of the ongoing excavations at the site
led by the project leader Professor Nicky Milner, lectures on the artefacts and faunal
remains being recovered from finds specialist Becky Knight and ecological landscape
walks which dealt with the environmental history of the region, led by Tim Berkinshaw of
Scarborough Borough Council. A 30m diameter speaker circle was set up using eight
weather-proof speakers on the grassland adjacent to the open trenches (figure 3).
Deckchairs were arranged in the centre of the circle and the authors were again available
to discuss the purpose and content of the soundscape with any members of the public or
project who showed an interest. Copies of the narrative structure were again made
available to aid these discussions (see Appendix 1).

Figure 3: Visitors to the 2013 Flixton Island Open Day, in the Vale of Pickering,
experiencing the Mesolithic soundscape on-site.
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Appendix 1:
Installation handout 1:
Description of the 16 scenes.
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Installation handout 2:
General description of the project installation.
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