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Call for Papers
Since the days of silent film, the tele phone and its
exten sions/altern at ives (answering machines, laptops, etc.), have
served as the primary medi ated tech no logy of commu nic a tion
between present and non- present char ac ters in film and tele vi sion
(Pustay 2007; Ruston 2008). Certain genres, espe cially the film- noir
detective thriller and horror (but also drama), have relied on the
phone call as a turning point within a cine matic narrative (e.g. Sorry
Wrong Number, Dial M for Murder, or Scream, or Italian gialli of the
1960-1970s). Such moments of tele phony implicate human vocality for
the sender/receiver over a device that figures both as a material
object and an inter me di ating tech no logy (Varade 2021), or as Jones
Very pres ci ently observed in 1877, “the human voice [that] speaks
through the elec tric wire” (Very 1886, 519).
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The cultural mean ings embedded in the tele phone and its voices have
inspired reflec tion by such notable figures as Freud, Derrida, Kittler,
Cixous, Barthes, and Baudril lard, all of whom recog nize the complex,
unstable range of rela tion ships that the tech no logy and its embodied
messages have intro duced into human society. In partic ular, the
tele phone on screen “unsettles notions of prox imity and distance,
pres ence and absence, and self and other” (Jackson 2023, 2). Thus the
tele phone voice can serve as a “token of separ a tion…, [a] mark of an
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impossible pres ence” through the “uncanny nature of the acous matic
voice” (Dolar 2006), but also as “an oppor tunity for intimacy not
other wise avail able in the soundtrack” (Fleeger 2017, 41). The
Twilight Zone episode “Long Distance Call” (1961) well illus trates such
para doxes, where a toy tele phone links a boy with his recently
deceased, beloved grand mother. Other stories cent rally implicate
tele phony as a spatial marker of place and displace ment (the laptop in
Past Lives) or as a means to confuse personal iden tity (the
tele phone in BlackkKlansman). Moreover, the genres of horror and
mystery rely on scenes with phone calls to intro duce uncer tainty
over the non- visible conversant or the acousmêtre “at the other end
of the line” (Chion 1999, 64).

The tele phone voice like wise invites us to consider the mater i ality of
sound and of human vocality in an espe cially concen trated form
within the realm of audi ovisual media. While recent studies have
addressed the corpor eality and sensorial impacts of vocal ities
(Tiainen 2013; Eidsheim 2015; Feldman and Zeitlin 2019), their
applic a tion in audi ovisual scen arios remains under the or ized, even
though technology- enabled inter per sonal commu nic a tions have
engaged screen audi ences since the advent of sound- on-film and
have led to well- worn tropes. For instance, the de- acousmatization of
the killer- caller has preoc cu pied film makers since the influ en tial
early slasher film Black Christmas of 1974 (Thomsen 2021). But also the
phone’s ability to connect the bodies of friends and asso ci ates in a
pairing or network of “audile imme diacy” (Sterne 2003, 168) has
figured in fictional screen narrat ives like The Grand Budapest Hotel
(2014, with multiple phone calls from members of the Society of the
Crossed Keys), or the four- way phone call in Mean Girls (2004).
However, the human voices and vocal ities exchanged via devices can
them selves be regarded as material traces, for as Derrida’s argu ments
about film’s spec trality can be reframed, “The voice, too… under lines
life’s spec tral dimen sions with its tran sient incarn a tions and fleeting
embod i ments” (Wright 2017, 249).

3

This spec tral uncer tainty carries over into the realm of iden tity—in
her seminal text The Tele phone Book: Tech no logy, Schizo phrenia,
Elec tric Speech, Avital Ronell notes how the tele phone is “unsure of its
iden tity” and “destabil izes the iden tity of self and other, subject and
thing” (Ronell 1989, 9). In the context of phone calls on screen, the
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disso ci ation of voices from bodies—whatever the config ur a tion of
parti cipants—can func tion as “a site for the unmooring of fixed
iden tities” (Thomsen 2021, 26), which becomes patho lo gical in a case
such as that of Travis Bickle’s tele phone conver sa tions in Taxi Driver
(1976). As an audi ence, we expect to “hear the voice integ rated with
the body” (Meizel 2011, 272), according to conven tions of gender
binarism, hetero norm ativity, and able minded ness, and yet tele phone
voices (and non- voices) on screen upset estab lished iden tity
categories through the para doxes they embody (Thomsen 2021).

In the end, tele phone voices on screen may be said to represent a
heightened form of dialogue that exceeds the capab il ities of
norm ative, “in- person” conver sa tions between char ac ters. Yet,
despite its ubiquity across cinema and tele vi sion, the mater i ality and
medi ality of the phone and its voices seem to have eluded the eye
(and ear) of scholars, which is the justi fic a tion for the current
them atic issue that explores the inter re la tion ships of commu nic a tion
tech no lo gies, human vocality, and markers of iden tity in screen
repres ent a tion. This them atic issue of Émergences. Son, musique et
médias audiovisuels plans to initiate a (hope fully) growing
conver sa tion about tele phone voices in diverse audi ovisual media.

5

Topics
Tele phone as part of the narrative in audi ovisual media:6

Tele phone conver sa tions as gener ators of the main
narrative (Phone Booth, Den skyldige [The Guilty]);
Tele phone conver sa tions as turning points in audi ovisual narrat ives,
whether expressing shock, delight, or threat (among others);
Tele phone calls/ringing as an inter rupter of the narrative;
The mise- en-scène of phone conver sa tions (we see and hear both
parties; we only see and hear one parti cipant of a phone call).

Tele phone as a syntactic device for storytelling in
audi ovisual media:

7

The phone call as a vehicle for persua sion and decep tion (Telemarketers,
BlackkKlansman, the Scream franchise);
The contexts for and mean ings of phone silence in film and
tele vi sion (Dial M for Murder, Breaking Bad).
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Depic tion of the tele phone as a tech nical device in
audi ovisual media:

8

Connec tions between tele phone and cinema as leading tech no lo gies in
the 20th century;
Phone types and tech no lo gies on screen (operator- assisted, rotary dial,
touch tone, cell phones, burner phones, smart phones, walkie- talkies);
Switch boards as nodes of networks (Tele phone Operator, The Vast

of Night);
Para tex tual phone devices and their sounds (answering machines,
ring tones);
Audi ovisu ality and the smart phone (Scream 4).

Tele phone, other ness, and the supernatural:9

Queering the tele phone in audi ovisual media;
The rela tion ship between screen tele phony and tele pathy, tele phony
and ventriloquism;
Commu nic a tions devices in Sci- Fi or fantasy films and TV series.

Tele phone and human voice in audi ovisual media:10

The gendering of tele phone voices on screen;
The acous matic voice on the other end of the line (The Ring;
The Babadook);
The tele phone and vocal affect (anger, sweetness);
Vocal disturb ances, impair ments, and alter a tions (hoarse ness,
drunk en ness, whispering);
Special applic a tions of tele phone voices (9-1-1, phone sex);
Tele phone and disab ility in audi ovisual media (Wait Until Dark).

Tech nical manip u la tion of tele phone voice:11

Post- production modi fic a tions of voices over the phone and other
commu nic a tion devices.

Submis sion for proposals
Proposals should include a title and abstract (500 words), plus a
biograph ical note (100 words). The review commit tees will be
partic u larly attentive to proposals that include a prob lem atic and
forward- looking devel op ment. Abstracts may be accom panied by an
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