
Ears of the other

Jacob Kirkegaard and I had never been to Ethiopia before. One Easter a 
few years ago, we decided to embark on a journey together to the 
cradle of mankind. Even before we’d arrived, we felt as if we’d been 
there before: as if we already knew the country through vivid images 
of starvation and drought. I felt self-conscious about my stereotypical 
western imagination of Africa and wanted to see what other images I 
could find. Jacob told me he had once heard the old Ethio-jazz records 
and since then had wanted to experience the place in which these 
melodies originated. Soon after arriving, we had several meetings with 
local Ethiopians who graced us with insights into their daily lives. We 
spent hours with our new friends and their families in coffee rituals, 
talking, laughing, and slowly developing an understanding of the deep 
spirituality of the people we were getting to know. We were humbled. 
We were also faced with ourselves. The presence of an internalized 
colonial attitude was unavoidable given where we came from and the 
color of our skin. We began asking how we as artists could approach 
this place respectfully and challenge our preconceptions? How could 
we get around these cultural imprints on our minds? 

Jacob has a rare ability to listen. The other day I stumbled upon a 
beautiful John Cage quote that made me think of the spirit within 
Jacob’s work. 

“What I’m proposing to myself and to other people is what I often call 
the tourist attitude—that you act as though you’ve never been there 
before. So that you’re not supposed to know anything about it. If you 
really get down to brass tacks, we have never been anywhere before.”

– John Cage

I like to think that Jacob’s sound pieces are a state of mind: a listening 
experience instilling curiosity and calm. 

Jacob decided to record the sounds from ordinary people’s everyday 
lives in Ethiopia. He asked friends and people we met along the way 
about sounds they had special connections to. In general we are not so 
aware of the sounds surrounding us. We might consciously connect 
certain smells or images to our daily lives. But sounds? I remember 
once talking to Jacob about the smell of his grandmother’s house and 
how he once stepped into a building carrying this exact smell, how it 
had reconnected him to a lively image of her. Jacob was looking for 
auditory memories from the Ethiopians we met. He recorded twelve 
sonic postcards for his sound piece ‘Ears of the other’. I want to point 
out one in particular. We met a young girl who looked like a beautiful 
boy. Her mother had passed away and her father was an alcoholic. To 
support him and herself she worked as a shoe polisher, a courier, and 



washed cars. In order to work she had shaved her head to disguise 
herself as a boy. Her situation was vulnerable but she was an 
incredibly strong, self-possessed person. She asked us to record the 
sound of shoes being polished.

We were used to reading about and seeing images of Ethiopia. Images 
connected to poverty, war, and suffering. Jacob’s piece is a meditation 
on ordinary people’s ordinary lives. It is communal in the sense that it 
makes us connect to the sounds these individuals are connected to. He 
asks us to do something rare, to simply listen.  


