
DEVICE FOR THE EMANCIPATION
OF LANDSCAPE

Hissing missiles of  cicadas and the thundering blow of  bullfrogs are the cannon fire of  Matt Walker’s Device for 
the Emancipation of  the Landscape. The work, installed in downtown Hamilton, sends a reminder of  the vast 
marshland that once covered the area now occupied by the city. Yet this is no gentle nostalgia for an erstwhile 
soundscape; rather, the sound cannon delivers a forceful and focused aural reinvasion, projecting the cry of  the 
wilderness into the sound of  the city.

The invasion is successful. Within the range of  the 
cannon’s blast, motors, car horns, and the drone of  
tires give way to birdcalls and the chirp of  insects. 
There is poetic justice, here: all over the world, the 
sounds of  industry and transportation have 
infiltrated ecosystems, masking the frequencies of  
wildlife communication. The native species have 
been forced to adapt or depart, effecting a 
transformation of  these habitats as tangible as the 
construction of  highways and skyscrapers. Walker’s 
Device achieves a telling reversal of  this unnatural 
order, repopulating targeted areas of  downtown 
Hamilton’s acoustic environment with the 
long-muted sounds of  marshland wildlife. 

Perhaps paradoxically, while drawn from and 
evoking nature, the projected sounds have a 
distinctly unnatural effect. Passersby are struck, as 
though with actual artillery, by the sudden barrage of  
nature’s cacophony. The cannon has been specifically 
constructed to incorporate parabolic reflectors that 
allow for a highly directional acoustic projection.  

The sounds are, in a sense, shot into the street, 
appearing both physically and contextually to come 
from out of  nowhere. 

The concentration of  this organic soundscape into 
one isolated sonic event is markedly contrary to 
experience. One expects to encounter the sounds of  
a wilderness such as a marsh as a gradual, consistent 
wash through a wide-open space.  In its natural 
surroundings, even the shrill cry of  a red-winged 
blackbird integrates with the other chirpings, 
hissings and whirrings of  its environment and settles 
into the pattern of  nature’s chorus. To be assailed 
with these typically congruous sounds, all at once 
and out of  context, has a startling impact. The 
sudden dissociation of  sound and setting arrests 
passing listeners; the peculiar manner of  the sound’s 
conveyance gives them pause. 

Within this pause, the listener is drawn to consider 
the two disparate environments suddenly placed in 
overlap: first the marsh and its organic symphony, 



with rhythms metered but consistent; then, looking 
outward, the city with its pavement, machinery, and 
architecture – an intricate panorama of  the history of  
human influence. 

A striking feature of  this particular city setting is the 
imposing presence of  the Hamilton Armouries, at 
which, significantly, the cannon appears to be aimed. 
This is an apt target for an ambush of  nature sounds: 
the building itself  is a conspicuous manifestation of  
the city’s establishment; and, as an icon of  military 
presence, the Armouries epitomize the imposition of  
human dominion. In both architecture and iconogra-
phy, the Armouries represent order and control – a 
marked and deliberate antithesis to the organic flux 
of  nature.

Moreover, the installation of  the cannon in proximity 
to the Armouries reinforces the military imagery 
evoked by the work. The cannon itself  is reminiscent 
of  the military history of  the area, especially, and 
most pertinently here, the War of  1812. Hamilton’s 
transformation from wilderness to city began shortly 
after the end of  this war; in order to understand the 
early origins of  the city, Walker therefore considered 
it important to look at the post-war environment into 
which Hamilton was emerging. Through his readings 
into the War of  1812, Walker encountered mytholo-
gizing in later portrayals of  the war, its heroes, and the 
nationalism attributed to it – propaganda to support 
the then-newly conceived model of  a Canadian iden-
tity. The details of  the war, as they have come to be 
known, were retroactively shaped and fabricated – 
they are, in a sense, as man-made an invention as the 
city and its architecture. The imposed structure of  
historicizing has served to concrete only a version of  
the events. The full reality of  the war is, like the long-
ago marshland, ephemeral and now all but forgotten. 
Walker’s Device aims to gather these abandoned 
histories and cast them into our notice.

With attention thus seized, upon stepping beyond the 
cannon’s range and back into the city’s soundscape, 
perhaps the listener will seek out traces of  wilderness 
amongst the traffic, picking up the sounds of  birds 
and rustling leaves in an effort to make sense of  the 
transition. Or perhaps, having passed through the 

sound of  marshland, the listener will find the very 
city-ness of  the street pronounced.

After all, trees and birdsongs notwithstanding, Ham-
ilton is certainly a wilderness no longer. Walker’s 
Device, with its deliberately limited spatial range, is 
an acute reminder of  displacement; the reality of  the 
marsh’s absence is poignantly articulated by its 
momentary, imagined presence.

The conjured presence of  the marshland is, of  
course, overtly unreal; moreover the projected 
sounds offer the expression, not the documentation, 
of  a space. The aim is not to reproduce the particular 
acoustic environment of  the marsh that once existed 
in the Hamilton area – this would be decidedly 
impossible; rather, the sounds convey a general audi-
tory representation of  a marshland atmosphere.

The origins of  the sounds emitted by the cannon are 
from field recordings conducted by Walker in the 
Beverly Swamp during the spring and summer of  
2012. In order not to merely transport the sound of  
Beverly Swamp into the streets of  Hamilton, Walker 
edited and modified the collected recordings, creat-
ing an original soundscape from their various 
elements. The result is an invented aural environ-
ment, which, having been abstracted from the 
specific, can give echo of  potential. This then 
becomes a question of  what if ?: What if  this was 
how the original marshland sounded? What if  the 
marshland and the city could coexist?

As is often the case when “what if ?” is the question, 
Walker’s Device for the Emancipation of  the Land-
scape carries in it a note of  optimism. Here is an 
invasion in the name of  liberation, as the title of  the 
work suggests – an effort to let loose the wilderness 
within the city, rousing the traces of  it that exist here 
already, and releasing it into new areas to see if  it may 
flourish. The naturalization of  nature into this urban 
environment may not be easy progress, but, as the 
strength of  its sound suggests, nature is a force to be 
reckoned with. The time has come for the wild to 
retaliate – this is its battle cry.
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