
Since 2010, THE SHOWROOM has been working  
with the artist Lawrence Abu Hamdan on the ongoing 
research project AURAL CONTRACT, commissioned  
as part of the gallery’s participatory programme  
COMMUNAL KNOWLEDGE. Constituted by a series of events,  
publications, performances, exhibitions, interviews, 
compositions and workshops AURAL CONTRACT examines 
the politics of listening through a focus on the role of  
the voice in law. Throughout the project  Abu Hamdan 
has built up a sound archive, containing audio extracts 
of his works together with specific moments of juridical 
listening and speaking gathered from a wide range  
of sources such as the trials of Saddam Hussein and 
Judas Priest, UK police evidence tapes, films such  
as DECODER and readings from texts including Italo 
Calvino’s A KING LISTENS.

Here THE SHOWROOM presents the most recent stages 
of the project as an installation featuring a new com-
mission THE FREEDOM OF SPEECH ITSELF, excerpts from  
Abu Hamdan’s audio archive, and a workshop led by 
the artist on Harold Pinter’s play MOUNTAIN LANGUAGE.  
To accompany the exhibition is a series of events titled 
THE RIGHT TO SILENCE that focus on the legal status of 
the voice, programmed in collaboration with Electra. "

Appendix B

JA ME S  VA N CE V S .  JU D A S  P RIE S T
The 1990 trial of the heavy metal band JUDAS PRIEST 
was to be forensic listening’s fifteen minutes of fame 
and the beginning of its unshakable reputation as  
a pseudoscience. The civil trial examined whether  
the band was responsible for an incident in 1985  
in which twenty year-old James Vance and eighteen 
year-old Raymond Belknap shot themselves in 
Sparks, Nevada, with a gun that belonged to Vance’s 
stepfather. In their suit, the families of the two  
young men alleged that subliminal messages hidden 
throughout the band’s 1978 STAINED CLASS album 
contributed to the suicide of Belknap and the severe 
injuries sustained by Vance, who died before  
the trial commenced. 

Prior to his death, Vance had convened with lawyers, 
singing for them parts of his favourite Judas Priest 
songs. This led to the song BETTER BY YOU BETTER THAN 
ME becoming the focus of analysis for the court’s 
designated forensic listening expert, William Nickloff, 
who used the most up-to-date digital sonic waveform 
analysis technology to wow the judge with a perform-
ance of microscopically precise sonic attention. 
Nickloff’s testimony resulted in Judas Priest’s  
lead singer Rob Halford taking to the dock to give  
an a cappella rendition of the song in its entirety. 
Afterwards, Halford faced a gruelling cross-examina-
tion in which he was asked a series of questions 
about when, where, and why he chose to inhale  
and exhale during his singing. The court also devoted 
particular attention to Halford’s ‘meeeee’ya’, his way 
of singing ‘me’. In response to the intense scrutiny  
of his vocal chords and enunciative patterns,  
Halford simply said, ‘It’s just the way I’ve always  
sung it really.’

Trained as a marine biologist, William Nickloff’s 
supposed expertise was the result of his work as  
a producer of self-help tapes for his company, SECRET 
SOUNDS INC. Being himself a firm believer in the persua-
sive power of audio, Nickloff unwittingly paid the 
ultimate compliment to an artist’s work; not even 
when the band recorded the album was the sound  
so scrutinised, and never before was Halford’s sing-
ing process subjected to such specialist attention. 
However, the outcome of all this ‘high-tech’ listening 
was the rather ambiguous identification of seven 
instances when the album played backwards yielded 
the subliminal message: ‘Do It!’

‘Do what?’ we may ask. The case was thrown out  
of court when Halford decided that forensic listening 
was not altogether that difficult, and after a quick 
listen to his album backwards, he took it upon himself 
to present the more meaningful fragments he had 
found to the court with a boom box pointed directly  
at the judge. When the band’s song EXCITER, for 
example, was played backwards, the lyrics ‘Stand  
by for exciter salvation is his task’ could be heard as  
‘I asked for a peppermint, I asked for her to get one.’

The trial of Judas Priest demonstrates that, no matter 
how ridiculous the context, forensic listening begins 
every investigation with the obstinate idea that all 
sound/noise is a kind of speech if you only listen long 
and hard enough. What becomes amplified in such 
investigations is the political potency of legal listen-
ing; the affirmation that listening is never simply  
a passive and receptive process, but an act that plays 
a fundamental role in the construction and facilitation 
of the speech of the other (person or thing, subject  
or object).

! Appendix A

U N H R C  E A R  P I E C E

THE FREEDOM OF SPEECH ITSELF was presented at the 14th Session 
of The UN Human Rights Council Geneva. There are no amplified voices in 
the UNHRC, so the talk was broadcast, translated and received through ear 
pieces like this one. The feature of the non-amplified voice is the only thing 
that distinguishes that room from other political and legal spaces. This 
distinction is fundamental as rather than performing to a captive audience 
it is more like shouting at a busy office, your violation is registered and 
recorded as the single ear piece slips on and off the ears of your would-be 
interlocutor while they distribute papers and negotiate private discussions.

LAWRENCE ABU HAMDAN 

Aural Contract – 
The Freedom  
of Speech Itself

! Appendix C

A U R A L  C O N T R A C T  S E S S I O N S

Diagram of the ‘Microphone Workshop’ with the Marylebone  
Bangladesh Society Youth Club at THE SHOWROOM , 2010 

" THE FREEDOM OF SPEECH ITSELF 
is an audio documentary 
looking at the the history  
and contemporary application  
of forensic speech analysis 
and voice-prints, focusing  
on the UK’s controversial use  
of voice analysis to determine 
the origins and authenticity  
of asylum seekers’ accents. 
Testimonies from lawyers, 
phonetic experts, asylum 
seekers and Home Office 
officials reveal the geo-politics 
of accents and the practice of 
listening that led to shocking 
stories of wrongful deporta-
tions. When combined with  
the experimental audio compo-
sition these interviews are 
designed to fully immerse  
the listener in the heart of  
a discussion that profoundly 
problematises the nature  
of listening, forensics, free 
speech, migration, borders  
and the law.
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From an interview with Dr. Peter French director of an independent forensic  
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A police voice line-up to identify the suspect of a voice crime .....................................

YouTube Justice
YouTube based voice analyst employs new lie detection software  
to explore the truth in current affairs ......................................................................

The R
e-enactm

ent of S
onic Traum

a
Dr. Peter French explains the acoustics of crime scenes ..............................................

N
ational G

rid = N
ational Tim

e
The hum of the mains operates like sonar, sonically and temporally  
mapping unlawful activity ......................................................................................

C
olin P

ow
ell’s S

ound Evidence
Excerpt from Colin Powell’s 2003 presentation to the UN Security Council  
in which he presents recordings of intercepted phone calls .........................................

B
in Laden C

hooses A
udio

Excerpt from Fox news in which a forensic audio expert discusses the body  
in Osama Bin Laden’s audio tapes.............................................................................

A
 K

ing Listens
Audiobook of Italo Calvino’s A KING LISTENS produced by Lawrence Abu Hamdan  
and workshop participants at 98 W

eeks, Beirut, 2011 ..................................................

M
odern P

opular R
epetitive M

usic 
Demonstration in the tape enhancement lab of JP French Associates,  
removing extraneous sounds and pulling the speech out of a recording ..........................

Judas P
riest vs. Jam

es Vance
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to disguise and infantilise voices testifying in his defense ...........................................

M
ilosevic’s S

ex C
hange 

Excerpt from the ICTY trial of M
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Re-enactment of an experiment from the 70s that sought to ascertain if synthetic  
speech was akin to perceptions of lying. Delfina Foundation, 2011 .................................
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The FBI hack mobile phones and use them as audio recording devices, this excerpt  
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Explanation of new technologies of lie detection using ‘Layered Voice Analysis’  
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