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Francisco López 
is one of the leading figures of 
the international experimental 
underground. He has given 
concerts and mounted sound 
installations all over the world, 
and his work has been 
published by over a hundred 
record companies. Over the last 
twenty-five years he has 
developed a personal, 
iconoclastic sound universe, 
proposing a blind, profound, 
transcendental listening, freed 
from the imperatives of 
knowledge and open to sensorial 
and spiritual expansion. 
 
At present he is giving a course 
at MACBA: The world as an 
instrument. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q: You define your work as a composer of sound 
environments as Schaefferian (Pierre Schaeffer) and non-
Schaferian (Murray Schafer). For you the environmental 
sound matter has the status of a sound object and not a 
referential or representational character. Nevertheless, the 
use of sound sources from the real world (the world as an 
instrument, as you have suggested) seems to establish an 
inevitable representative, or, in a lax sense, documentary 
dimension. How can we resolve this tension between work 
with sources from the real world and the autonomous 
nature of the sound object? 
 
 
A: In fact, working exclusively with recordings from the real 
world and trying to leave it behind in the resulting creation is a 
challenge and, at first glance, perhaps a strange task. However, 
that has been happening quite naturally for some time in the 
visual arts, which have rarely been “instrumental” in the sense 
that most music is. The visual matter of the real world (a 
landscape, for example) has always been possible to capture 
visually, regardless of the techniques and aesthetics associated 
with that apprehension. The visual arts have moved freely in 
non-representational modalities based on that matter, making it 
possible to create virtual realities with a being of their own, 
without any imposition to be referential, but with spatial and 
structural elements that come from that real world. 
It has only been possible to capture the sound matter of the real 
world recently (since the phonograph) and when it has been 
done it has been mostly (and on an enormous scale of 
distribution) in a context of documentation, storage or 
broadcast through representation, as is the case with the vast 
majority of musical recordings, from the gramophone to the 
MP3. Indeed, about seventy years had passed since the first 
technology for recording sounds was developed (the 
phonograph, in 1877) until it occurred to someone (Pierre 
Schaeffer, in the late forties) that a recording of the sound 
matter of the real world could contain something other than 
simple representation. The Schaefferian idea of the sound object 
is a way of looking at reality which pays attention to the 
phenomenology of that captured matter. In other words, a way 
of appreciating non-representational characteristics of the 
sounds extracted from reality. Just as the systematic repetition of 
a word ends up revealing its phonetic properties, hidden in 
everyday use by semantics, the possibility of recording and 
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repeating a sound (and observing it at leisure through many 
other sound technologies) allows us to reach levels of its 
“materialness” which we normally do not perceive. It is not the 
only procedure for achieving that phenomenological (or even 
spiritual) penetration, but it is one that makes the task 
considerably easier. 
To that we can add the technical possibilities of processing and 
transforming the recorded sound matter, which have multiplied 
over the years until we have reached a situation where even the 
simplest sound software includes some form of transformation 
for amusement. Naturally, a sound matter transformed into 
something unrecognisable as real is more conducive to a non-
relational listening, but the tendency to try to identify anything 
we hear as something coming from reality seems to be 
irresistible and can reach unexpected limits. It is paradoxical that 
when we cannot manage to do that, although the sound may be 
absolutely real, we classify it as ‘abstract’.  
So that, to be able to work with the sound matter of the real 
world as an element with a being of its own, we have to look at 
it as such, whether or not there is any manipulation of the 
original matter. Pierre Schaeffer called this way of looking 
“reduced listening”, a term which may be technically precise (we 
eliminate the causal and representational elements from the 
listening), but which detracts from the importance of this way of 
approaching reality. If we pay attention to the perceptive and 
experiential levels of the sound reality which are accessible in 
this way, I would say that this is an enormously broadened form 
of listening. 
 
 
Q: Returning to that notion of the world as an instrument, 
could we define the term instrument? If the world is an 
instrument, who plays it? The question also alludes to the 
technological mediation the instrument implies. In fact, in 
your proposal is the world not a sound source and not an 
instrument? This question also poses the central place of 
listening in music, in other words, that in fact it is the 
listener, the audience who determine the sound discourse. 
If the world is an instrument, we are all its players. That 
means that the figure of the author-composer disappears. 
 
 
A: All musical instruments are sound sources. And thanks to an 
integration of technology and culture, they also become 
mechanisms for reproducing certain sounds (the instrumental 
ones) through their coding and oral or written transmission. The 
sound matter of reality may be seen as an instrument when it 
can be used directly as a means of sound creation. We are all 
naturally possible ‘players’ of that instrument, but in the same 
way we can be players of any other. That is, the question is more 
related to aesthetic rules and principles than the effective 
possibility of ‘playing’ each instrument. In the case of the real 
sound matter –unlike musical instruments– there are no 
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established rules about what can or cannot be done in that 
‘performance’. The essential difference here does not lie in a 
question of learning and technical control, but in the way of 
looking at reality, in taking decisions. The vast majority of 
people do not listen to the world creatively and, of course, there 
is no reason why they should. The figure of the author-
composer does not disappear; on the contrary, it is more 
important than ever. What happens in this situation is a clearer 
distinction of essential creative qualities (which are naturally part 
of any musical practice), not mediated or obscured by technical 
control of the instrument. A situation of freedom which makes 
things more difficult instead of simpler, since the creative result 
emerges directly, with no methodological or regulatory 
components. In this type of creation, a decision is a more 
substantial element than a procedure. 
 
 
Q: Listening is what constructs the musical discourse, but 
recording is the technology that is its preliminary 
condition. Recording is historically constituted in an 
archivist genealogy, aside from its uses as an intense 
perceptive experience. Your work involves a fusion of the 
two functions which historically have been differentiated in 
both popular and avantgarde music, the performer and the 
sound technician. How can we define the figure that 
emerges from that fusion? 
 
 
A: A sound creator in a literal or absolute sense. That is, 
someone who works not with the causes of the sound (or not 
only with them), but with sound in itself. Practically all the 
independent experimental music produced today is done like 
that, for interdependent technological (miniaturisation and 
softwarisation) and social reasons (popularisation and 
accessibility). The home studio in experimental music (since the 
cassette technology era) is mostly unipersonal and self-
contained. 
But there is more. Personally I consider that there is also a 
possibility –not implemented- of including in that fusion not 
only composition and recording but also sound physicalisation, 
the materialisation of the experience in itself, to give rise to an 
integral creator of sound experiences. In my case, those two 
spheres of action (studio and live) are not separate. The 
decisions about the composition depend on the possibilities of 
physicalisation, both in a version controlled by the listener (on a 
record) –obviously far more limited– and in a personal 
performance version for its materialisation in a concert or 
something similar. 
The schizophrenic split between a sound generator (the 
performer) and a live sound controller (the sound technician) 
has been a –historically recent– consequence of the use of 
electricity for amplifying music, combined with the maintenance 
of a presentation structure –the stage– which comes from the 
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tradition of theatrical representation. Indeed, the physical 
separation between cause and sound in itself (an electric guitar is 
a paradigm case) would enable something that was previously 
impossible: that the performer can listen to the same thing as 
the audience, provided they are in the same place. That is 
precisely what I try to do in my concerts, with a non-frontal 
sound configuration, where there is no stage and where I do the 
jobs of ‘performer’ and sound technician simultaneously. 
 
 
Q: Your work explores the limits of perception in a sense 
that goes beyond the auditory. It seems to me that the 
notion of sound environment in your case is linked to an 
investigation of the limits of the body and the threshold of 
the unbearable. I wonder whether there is not a 
sadomasochistic aspect in this exploration. What are your 
references on this point? Here there is also a dimension 
that may be associated with the experiments with drugs 
which, according to Huxley, open the doors of perception. 
Is this a relation you find interesting? 
 
 
A: Absolutely. For me sound is not an end in itself, but a 
doorway –a ‘medium’ in the original sense– to perceptive, 
experiential and spiritual levels which are not normally 
accessible. More than that: which are not accessible to me in any 
other way. That naturally requires something more (or 
something different) than creating ‘good’, ‘pleasant’, 
‘entertaining’ or ‘virtuoso’ music. If by sadomasochistic we 
mean the deliberate inclusion of sound elements that offer a 
physical and perceptive challenge (sometimes by their 
abundance and sometimes by their scarcity) as well as calling for 
the total active participation of the listener, my sound work is. 
However, those are not my aims. It is a need; we cannot ‘open 
those doors of perception’ just anyhow, as in shamanic music, 
which as such is not a reference for me, although I may share 
intentions with it. I am not interested in making music simply to 
be ‘listened to’. More than that, from this point of view I am not 
interested in making music, but in taking paths such as the 
generation of virtual, immersive sound worlds with a being of 
their own and the exploration and development of the potential 
of sound as a ‘medium’. 
 
Q: What are the places and formats for listening? We 
increasingly see that museums not only programme 
musical or sound programmes, but also sound exhibitions 
and installations. How do you interpret that shift of the 
museums towards sound? Are museums the places for the 
new ways of listening? Do you think that this process can 
be seen in a filiation with the practices of institutional 
criticism and criticism of representation, or on the contrary 
with a tendency to spectacularisation and the assimilation 
of art experiences into the logic of consumerism? 
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A: I believe that what we have been seeing in recent years is a 
broadening of places and formats for listening, both private and 
public. Not only museums, but spaces of all kinds, from 
deserted buildings to old fortresses, by way of tunnels, streets 
and unusual spaces, are constantly being used for concerts and 
sound installations. I think that is partly a consequence of the 
desire to break with the traditional settings for the presentation 
of music or sound; partly too of the mixture and blurring of the 
boundaries of art categories, which were formerly more 
compartmentalised and segregated in their own spaces. Also 
probably of the greater technical flexibility for an effective 
staging almost anywhere. And perhaps also of a certain 
spectacular tone and a demand for the social presence or use of 
contemporary architecture, which carries any architectural 
expression into the category of an environment that magnifies, 
dignifies or at least reformulates the content of what is 
presented there. 
In the specific case of museums, they have partly received sound 
practices which are nor regarded as ‘music’ either by the 
composers or the musicians or by the artists who perform them. 
It is natural for a museum to end up presenting something 
called ‘sound art’, which also has a major object component 
(sculpture, installation). It does not happen so smoothly for 
sound creations which are not objects or have no visual 
components which, with very little aesthetic reflection, are 
routinely regarded as ‘experimental’ or ‘electronic’ music. 
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