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FIDELITY FIGHTS BACK
DESIGNING A SOUND 
SOURCE



THERE AND BACK AGAIN, 
AN ARTIST’S TALE

Jacob Kirkegaard is a Danish sound artist and composer whose 
work has been presented across the world in galleries, museums, 
international art exhibitions and concert spaces, and is 
represented in the permanent collection of LOUISIANA – 
Museum of Modern Art in Denmark. Jacob is also a founding 
member of the sound-art collective freq_out and the non-profit 
arts organization TOPOS. In 2016, Kirkegaard was the sound-
artist-in-residency at St. John’s College, University of Oxford, UK.

Jacob Kirkegaard began playing the 
guitar at 12, transitioned to the cello and 
was lured into using sound to create art 
by a radio programme that introduced him 
to something called musique concréte, a 
style that uses recorded sounds as the 
raw materials for the finished product. 
For Jacob, the natural world is filled with 
music, hidden and unedited deep within 
the earth’s surface or caught in the 
current of an urban waterway. 
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THERE AND BACK AGAIN, 
AN ARTIST'S TALE

THE SEEMING SILENCE ISN’T  
ALWAYS GOLDEN
The goal of Jacob’s work isn’t only to paint 
a vivid picture of problems in the world or 
shock his audience with gruesome details 
of a planet in terror. That, he believes would 
be counterproductive. According to Jacob, 
“we, as humans, distance ourselves from 
things that make us uncomfortable. How 
do we learn to deal with what distances 
us?” And with that mindset, he looks for 
ways to create what he calls a listening 
space, a space that will encourage reflection 
on the world around us that we don’t 
want to see or hear. He has composed 

sound works from the abandoned spaces 
in Chernobyl and Fukushima and of melting 
ice in the Arctic. With his latest works, 
listeners take a trip, following waste with 
recordings in Denmark, Latvia and the 
extreme destination of the Dandora 
dumpsite in Nairobi, Kenya, and its 
challenges with waste management, and 
he broaches the uncomfortable topic of 
the final stop in the human condition, 
exploring acoustic environments related 
to human post-mortem.

In many of his works, Jacob must find a 
way to close the distance between the 

audience and those things that make  
them uncomfortable. And the subjects  
of his latest works – burning trash and 
decomposition – are far from the 
comfortable zones most of us live in. 

HEARING ABOUT IT ANOTHER WAY 
In Kenya, Jacob spent a considerable 
amount of time recording massive piles  
of waste. The sun beating down on the 
trash generates enough heat to start  
fires and create a wasteland of burning 
plastic. It’s in this noxious environment 
that some of the locals wander through 
the waste looking for salvage, braving 

“AS AN ARTIST, I COULD CREATE A 
HORRIBLE IMAGE THAT MAKES PEOPLE 
CLOSE UP AND PUSH IT AWAY, BUT IF I 
CAN MAKE SOMETHING INTERESTING, 
WITH A KIND OF AESTHETIC, THAT WILL 
BRING THEM CLOSER AND GIVE THEM 
AN AWARENESS OF THAT EXPERIENCE.” 
JACOB KIRKEGAARD 
For more about Jacob and his compositions, visit fonik.dk

Dandora dumpsite in Kenya. There is 
currently legislation for the relocation of 
the landfill but disputes concerning the 
new site have delayed the process 

Courtesy of Inuk Silis Høegh
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SO, 
WHAT IS 
THIS?

Look closely, think, and 
then turn to page 25 to 
find out if you are right.

toxic levels of heavy metals and other 
pollutants – a few suffering burns from 
the smouldering fires. 

What could possibly make this a scene 
that draws one in? Just about everything 
that can be seen in this scenario is 
unappealing and, likely repels rather than 
attracts. To get past the distancing visual, 
his goal is to bring his audience closer in, 
to go beyond the macro dystopian visuals 
to an audio microcosm and find the sounds 
and rhythms of the waste. On the surface, 
there is the wind blowing across the debris, 
creating a soundscape of the surface, but 
deeper in, there is the settling decompo-
sition of the waste beneath.

TOOLS OF THE TRADE 
Since he first began his artistic journey, 
his efforts to procure the recordings that 
he would use as the raw materials for 
creating his sound spaces would require 
more equipment than standard micro-
phones. He was first introduced to 
recording with accelerometers and hydro-
phones while working on his master’s 
degree at the sound department at the 
Academy of Media Art in Cologne, 

Germany. Since then he has used them 
many times to get recordings in some 
very extreme environments – from using 
hydrophones to record the cracking, 
melting ice from deep inside glacial crevices 
in Greenland to recording with an accelero- 
meter to capture the sound of thermal 
springs and volcanic activity in Iceland. 

WHERE THE SOUND TAKES US
Thinking outside traditional recording 
methods allows Jacob to get inside the 
environment, be it mounds of trash or 
melting ice, and record the vibrations as 
the raw audio tracks that he uses to 
create the final piece. After scrutinizing 
his recordings, he can begin to identify 
the natural rhythms and tones produced 
by the burning, settling, decomposing 
heaps of trash and layer the tracks on 
themselves to build a new sound, 
disassociating the audience from the 
source material and providing a listening 
space where they can reflect on the 
moment they are in, and then step across 
that threshold to associate that moment 
with the things they don’t want to see – 
or hear. 

“EVERYTHING HAS SOUND, BUT MY EARS 
ARE SO LIMITED. USING HIGHLY SENSITIVE 
GEAR, I CAN GO BEYOND MY CAPABILITIES. 
WITH MY MEASUREMENT MICS, 
HYDROPHONES AND ACCELEROMETERS,  
I CAN HEAR THIS WONDERFUL WORLD  
OF ‘MICRO-SOUND’, THIS POPPING, 
CREAKING, PULSE IN EVERYTHING.” 
JACOB KIRKEGAARD

The same durability and high seismic 
resonance provided by the titanium 
housing and design of Type 4514-002 
that enabled Jacob to measure inside 
piles of waste or mounted on massive 
incinerators at extreme temperatures 
were the same qualities he would 
need for recording in Kenya.  Co
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