
The Phantom Limb 
observations on the painful pleasure of sound in expanded cinema

Courtney Fellion

I.

A visit to Alcatraz.

As I stepped through a doorframe into the concrete room, the 
voice inside my audio tour headset informed me that we had 
arrived at the inmate library. It was a white room with sunlight 
creeping through narrow windows near the ceiling and reflected 
up from the floors. There was nothing in the room except for a 
long, empty table.

The voice in the headphones recalled an inmate’s New Years Eve 
spent in this room. The celebrations, the voice said, took place in 
faraway San Francisco, but the sound had floated across the bay 
and into the windows of the island prison. The headset recording 
replayed a muted simulation of those faraway sounds as tourists 
stared longingly at the tiny windows above our heads. We felt the 
warmth of the August daylight on our cheeks, but in our headsets 
we witnessed muffled crowds and night fireworks exploding 
above the churn of ocean waves. 

I felt suddenly overwhelmed by the melancholy solitude of night. 
The hallucination created by the headset recording gave me 
palpable bodily discomfort. Sight and sound were destabilized, 
disrupted, and disjointed. It was New Years Eve and it was 
summer.

II. 

When examining an event that is being performed “live,” it 
becomes necessary to discuss the experience through the faculty 
of the senses. In the performing arts we attempt to identify the 
dominant sense – such as the auditory realm of opera or the 
haptic visuality of dance. 

But in the case of expanded cinema, no such sensorial hierarchy 
exists. Any attempt to locate the source and reception of a 
sensation ultimately fails. The direct relationship of sound 
object to visual object is severed or in flux. The spontaneity of 
the performance reorders the dominant senses and chance 
determines their relationship to one another. Nothing is fixed or 
stable. 

Expanded cinema confuses the senses and our nerves respond 
to stimulation through an interchangeable system of bodily 
perceptions. Similarly to the way synesthetes confuse smell with 
colors and sounds with taste, the experience of sensations in 
expanded cinema is never direct. We hear the sound of a drum 
march in rhythmic editing. A scent is recalled by the image of a 
rose. None of the senses are directly aligned and instead perform 
a terrible dance of deconstruction. The whole body is dismantled 
into a series of fragments that constitute a split experience. 

It was New Years Eve and it was summer.



III.

Technology demands a trajectory. Today’s cinematic experience 
is concerned with pristine digital surround sound and high 
definition images that invoke the authenticity and “presence” 
of a screen image. John Belton, citing Mary Ann Doane and 
Rick Altman, notes that sound technology is marked by the 
“ideologically determined progression toward self-effacement.”1  
Masking the sounds of the projector and creating the illusion of 
depth in surround sound add to this “effacement.” Modern sound 
technology creates an invisible architecture for the cinematic 
event. The notion of “high definition” literalizes the metaphor – a 
technology above and beyond our bodily perceptions, godlike in 
its omnipresence. 

In expanded cinema, however, sound refuses to be seamless 
and silent. It announces itself and its disjunction. The image, 
the sound, the performer, and the audience are often at odds, 
sometimes in sync, but all notably announcing and demanding 
their presence in the space. 

The architecture of the performance is not invisible but unstable. 
Everyone who enters the room feels the dormant rumble, unable 
to forgive or mistake the telling cracks in the foundation as 
anything but inherent to the experience.

IV.

Back to Alcatraz. Sitting within the simulated cell walls of solitary 
confinement, one recalls the famously repeated anecdote of John 
Cage hearing the sounds of his own body’s circulation during a 
visit to Harvard’s anechoic chamber. The sound of nothing still 
contains the sound of yourself. 

What role does subjectivity play in the acoustic experience of 
expanded cinema? Should we release sound objects of their 
literal bodies, sources and intentions? Release the sound of the 
drums from their instrument? Release the voice of the performer 
from their body? Release all auditory associations, imaginary or 
intentional? If we cannot rely on the accuracy of our senses and 
what we see is not always what we hear, should we even indulge 
in the fantasy?

What sound does the ocean make outside of the prison walls?

1   Belton, John, “Technology and Aesthetics of Film Sound,” Film Sound: Theory and 
Practice (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985).

V.

Sound, in expanded cinema, is therefore a kind of phantom limb. 
Both pleasurable and painful, it is a ghostly presence that reminds 
you of a lack and imperfection. The sound is present but also 
absent from the image. The disconnect is a reminder of your own 
body’s fragmentation and the confusion of the sensory fields. 

The famously recalled story of Lord Nelson losing his arm in 
battle and declaring his phantom arm as “direct evidence for the 
existence of the soul” reminds us of the deep relationship of these 
perceptions. When we lose orientation of our senses, through 
cinematic hallucination or otherwise, we realize the inherent holes 
in our experience of the world at large. 

Thus it is impossible to speak of sensation as whole. We poetically 
dismiss this fact by allowing the effects of cinema, art, music and 
performance to wash over our bodies and minds as a singular, 
contained experience. But in expanded cinema the fragmentation 
remains as we continually negotiate between each dominant 
sense. Totalizing the experience fails, but the pieces remain. 

A phantom limb is trapped somewhere between the past and 
the present, between memory and embodiment. Between lived 
experience and simulated. 

It was New Years Eve and it was summer.


