
 Literature Review 

Soundscape Project: “The Fellowship Break” 

Introduction 

The theme of this project focuses on soundscapes in and around Johnson City, Tennessee, with 

the subtitle, “Listening thoughtfully to sound in place in Upper East Tennessee.” The literature I 

am drawing from addresses concepts of sound and soundscapes, and also reinforces the 

beneficial aspect of, and the importance of the informal and unstructured social aspect of a 

church gathering in a rural community. The wider framework for the combined soundscapes in 

this project, is Appalachia, but more specifically the Johnson City region. My individual 

soundscape fits neatly into that, but has, as its more intimate framework, the traditions of church, 

family and community within rural Appalachia. 

Part I of the literature review lists and discusses topics about “sound” drawn from academic 

articles, with the intention of validating this recording as an ethnographic project. Part II: In 

order to explore the significance of the typical and traditionally rural Appalachian sound of 

people gathering at their local church for their Sunday morning service, I will draw from three 

writers in this field, who have produced books on the subject of religion in Appalachia, and who 

have each experienced the sounds of church people mingling and talking and “having 

fellowship”. These writers are Beverly Patterson, Jeff Titon, and Deborah Vansau McCauley. 

Their books are, respectively, The Sound of the Dove, Powerhouse for God, and Appalachian 

Mountain Religion: A History. 

 

Literature Review 

I.  Why a soundscape? 

Samuels, David W., Louise Meintjes, Ana Maria Ochoa, and Thomas Porcello. "Soundscapes: 

Toward a Sounded Anthropology." Annual Review of Anthropology 39 (2010): 329-45. 

http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/25735115. 

In their article, Samuels et al “trace the term soundscape to Schafer (1994[1977]), who 

brought it into wide circulation when he called for ‘a total appreciation for the acoustic 

environment’.”(330) They are calling out to scholars in the field of anthropology to seriously 

consider the field’s “own history as a sounded discipline”, and to move forward “in ways that 

incorporate the social and cultural sounded world more fully.” (1) They address the concept 

of sound in ethnographic work, and the “relevance of the soundscape concept to 

anthropology.”(330)  

Leydon, Rebecca. "The Soft-Focus Sound: Reverb as a Gendered Attribute in Mid-Century 

Mood Music." Perspectives of New Music 39, no. 2 (2001): 96-107. 

http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/833565. 



This article discusses “soft-focus” sound. Although much of this article will not be 

relevant, as it focuses on “mood music,” the concept of “soft focus” sound is applicable 

to this soundscape. Leydon used this term to describe the use of reverb in music, which 

can spread, diffuse, or blur clarity in a recording. My application of the term, "soft-focus 

sound," in the case of this recording of the general babble of voices, refers to the fact that 

this sound is also spread out, or blurred, with no identifiable individual voices. The sound 

of these church folk, "visiting," therefore, does not identify them as the Jennie Moore 

congregation, or as Presbyterian, and could have been captured in any church in the 

Appalachian mountains, on any Sunday morning.  

Klett, Joseph. "Sound on Sound: Situating Interaction in Sonic Object Settings." Sociological 

Theory 32, no. 2 (2014): 147-61. http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/43186668. 

Sociologist, Joseph Klett wrote, “No space is silent and no sound is perceived without a 

cultural frame.”(147) In his writing he was referring to the scientific testing of an 

anechoic chamber, in which the interior walls were designed to absorb all sound, and 

create a  "silent" environment. His reference gave meaning and import to his opinion that 

"no space is silent", whereas it is the second part of his quote that caught my attention. "... 

no sound is perceived without a cultural frame." This concept of a cultural frame is itself 

the framework for my own recording of the Fellowship Break. The family and the 

Church in a more intimate sense, and Appalachia in a wider sense are the framework for 

this sound-scape. 

 

II. The Church:  what can we learn from this soundscape about Appalachia and its 

people and culture? 

McCauley, Deborah Vansau. Appalachian Religion: A History. 1995. University of Illinois 

Press. 

 In her chapter about the writer, Emma Bell Miles, McCauley writes, “If mountain 

religion is known for anything it is ‘the right hand of fellowship.’ Hugging and 

embracing accompany the ubiquitous handshake.”(85)  Also quoted by McCauley, Miles 

herself described this tradition as “frankly a general hand-shaking and a hearty song; it 

promotes good feeling, and signifies little else.” (85) This time allowed in a Sunday 

church gathering for meeting and greeting each other is a strong tradition in Appalachia, 

and important for the well-being of the people. 

Titon, Jeff Todd. Powerhouse for God. 1988. University of Texas Press.  

 Titon experienced the “fellowship” aspect of a close-knit church community in the ten-

year period in which he researched the Fellowship Independent Baptist Church in 

Virginia. He examined the structure, the ritual, and the marriage of the spiritual-secular 

life of the church in depth, with a focus on the use of language. His observations about 

conversation in informal settings, and the aspect of “visiting” in the church, as quoted in 

http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/43186668


the actual posted article, The Fellowship Break: Jennie Moore Memorial Presbyterian 

Church, add weight to validate the significance of this soundscape recording. 

Ellison, Christopher G., Bryan C. Shepherd, Neal M. Krause, and Mark A. Chaves. "Size, 

Conflict, and Opportunities for Interaction: Congregational Effects on Members' Anticipated 

Support and Negative Interaction." Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48, no. 1 (2009): 

1-15. http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/20486977.  

This article addresses the effect that the size of a church can have on the strength of the 

community feeling, and the benefits to the congregation of social interaction… that 

fellowship is important, and “…interpersonal bonds are a priority.” (4) As in the case of 

Titon’s book, this article adds weight to validate the significance of this soundscape 

recording. 

Patterson, Beverley Bush. The Sound of the Dove. 1995. University of Illinois.  

Patterson is a folk-life specialist, and a wonderfully expressive writer. The Sound of the 

Dove focuses on the singing in Appalachian Primitive Baptist Churches. Her reference to 

the identity of churches is valid here. She maintains that a church can be readily 

identified by the sound of its singing, or its music. I draw a contrast with her assertion, by 

describing the sound in my soundscape, as having no clarity, no identifiable individual 

voices, and therefore nothing that can link this sound to Jennie Moore Church. It is the 

generic sound of the babble of voices, and could be any church in Appalachia. 

Conclusion 

This recording, and written article will be one small part of the whole class’s soundscape project, 

whose main focus is on “listening.” We are asking the question, “How do these sounds 

contribute to your sense of situatededness, of the interactions and understandings that undergird 

the spaces and places in which you hear them?” (Bidgood) I am contributing an aspect of   

Appalachian culture and religious community life which, for many people is familiar and 

possibly taken for granted, but brings comfort and a sense of safety and stability to a community. 

By featuring this familiar sound of people congregating, and making that the predominant sound, 

over the researched-to-death music and singing and preaching which is normally featured as 

typical of a church, I highlight how important and beneficial this part of “church” (the 

unstructured babble of conversation) is to the people involved, and to any outside observers. 

The second part of the quote by Klett “No space is silent and no sound is perceived without a 

cultural frame,” encapsulates all that this project intends to achieve. This is a sound, in a place, 

with an historical and cultural basis, which can either stand on its own merely as a piece of 

technology in its simplest form …., or can move the listener with its story and sense of “place,” 

and “culture.” 

 

http://www.jstor.org.iris.etsu.edu:2048/stable/20486977

