Information on the design and construction of Aeolian
Harps is scanty at best, and often misleading or errone-
ous. However, through a series of (unsystematic) trial
and error experiments over the last twenty-five years,
I have made incremental improvements in the efficiency
of sound production. The more recent constructions
embody several unique innovations such as bridges that
allow the strings to lie perpendicular to the soundboard
as opposed to strings that are parallel to the soundboard.
(Cree Brown 2002)

In the design for Christchurch, Cree Brown had three
very clear design considerations. He wanted to make:

(i)  adesign that would collect the wind and send
a laminated flow of air onto the strings,

(i) a design that would reflect the sound to a
central point where the public could hear and
enjoy the sounds,

(iii) a design should preferably limit the amount
of extraneous sound (traffic, leaves rustling,
other voices). (Cree Brown 2002)

His resolution of these questions can be seen in the
plans for the harp model, scaled to forty per cent of its
actual size (figure 10).

Cree Brown’s use of a concrete shell form not only
directs and funnels the wind into the opening over the
strings, but it also contains and amplifies the sound,
making it more directly perceptible to the listener. The
use of an elevated platform helps this as well. “The
shape of the sculpture is symmetrical about its lati-
tudinal and longitudinal axis and incorporates three
different elliptical curves creating a resonant chamber
that is as efficient as possible (with all the sound being
directed or redirected to the centre of the chamber).
The material of the structure is concrete since this
material works well as a reflector of sound. The central
wall creates a bottle-neck effect where the wind is

Figure 10. Chris Cree Brown, Plans for Aeolian Harps,
2002, Christchurch, New Zealand (Chris Cree Brown,
catalogue, p. 14).
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forced through the gap which contains the harp. As
long as the pressure on one of the openings is different
from the other, and the area of the openings is sub-
stantially greater than the gap in the wall, air will be
forced through the gap and thus activate the strings
(Cree Brown 2002).

After several tuning experiments, the artist settled
for a ten-stringed instrument with six strings tuned to
the same pitch (around an F), two strings tuned to a
major third higher and two strings tuned to a perfect
fifth higher. A forty per cent scale working model was
built and tested on a hill at a farm near Darfield. The
results, in the artist’s own words, were as follows: ‘I
was elated by the beauty of the first few sounds, but
over the course of a year, [ was able to significantly
improve the sound. The resonant chamber(s) seemed
to substantially amplify the sound (although in reality,
it is more a matter of containing the sound)’ (Cree
Brown 2002, unpaginated). From September through
to November of 2002, the harp was exhibited in the
Christchurch Botanical Gardens as part of the Art and
Industry Biennale. The artist chose to mount the
model on a plinth for the following reasons:

(1) The plinth conveys the idea of the sculpture as a
model.

(2) The plinth adds to the volume of the structure and
means that there is a bigger object for the wind to
find a path through. (Also, in sheltered places
such as the Christchurch Botanical Gardens, there
is substantially more wind a few feet above the
ground than at ground level.)

(3) The plinth means it is more difficult for the public
to reach the delicate parts of the harp itself.

(4) Without the plinth, the public would have to bend
down to hear the harp speak.

Cree Brown’s positive reaction to the sound is
recorded with a slight tone of relief and surprise at
the wind’s involvement: ‘I have been elated with the

Figure 11. Chris Cree Brown, Aeolian Harps, 2002, loading
the harp, detail of resonator containing strings (Chris Cree
Brown, catalogue, p. 44).
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Figure 12. Chris Cree Brown, Aeolian Harps, 2002, Christ-
church Botanical Gardens, note plinth (photo: Chris Cree
Brown, catalogue, p. 47).

success of the project and the response from the public.
The site has proved to be near perfect. My fear that the
surrounding foliage might inhibit the wind flow was
unfounded; indeed the foliage acts to ameliorate the
stronger gusts of wind (particularly from the North
West quarter)’ (Cree Brown 2002 unpaginated). Every
artist involved in Aeolian harp construction has had to
wait to experience the delicate interplay of all features
of the design that are ultimately tested by the wind’s
fickleness.

7. EPHEMERAL INSTALLATIONS AND
EXHIBITIONS

To some extent all sound works are ephemeral as each
sounding moment is unique and can never be repeated.
Some works build this into the ideology for the piece
more than others. The collaborative sound garden
installed over the sea and on the sand at Lillies Beach,
Flinders Island, a remote island wilderness in the
middle of Bass Strait, between mainland Australia and
Tasmania, was one such installation and event. It was
part of the Flinders Island Wind Festival. Situated at
the latitude of the roaring forties, the islanders experi-
ence extraordinary wind paths. They celebrate it and
integrate it into their daily lives and activities. Some
twenty people organised by Jon Hizzard, Phil Kelly
and the author as commissioned artist, constructed an
Aeolian garden and singing bows made from tea-tree
and bird-scaring tape installed on the old pier sup-
ports. The bird-scaring tape hums in the wind and was
attached in several strands like a bow harp. A large
wind-chime hammock sculpture was suspended from a
woven canoe-like roof structure lashed to the pier’s
end. A large bell was anchored to a buoy, so the tide
played a part in activating the sound as well as the
wind. It was left to the mercy of the wind over the next
weeks and months, a floating celebration of the wind
and its behaviour.

A local chora maker adapted piers and old tanks
into Aeolian installations and playable instruments by
lashing his instruments to them as resonators. He
turned a single chora into an electronic portable sound
sculpture and erected it on the beach at Lillies with
other portable sound sculptures which were created
and brought to the beach for the opening weekend.
Another local artist installed plastic bottles with cut
fipples, whistling bottle sticks, whining tones. The
wind conducted this spatial Aeolian orchestra on sea
and land (Bandt 2003). The spirits of the land seemed
to be evoked. The beach adjoined the graveyard where
some of the last aboriginal Tasmanians were buried.
The haunting beauty of the sound matched the pristine
visual splendour of the natural environment.

8. COMPARISONS AND CONTRASTS OF
AUSTRALASIAN AEOLIAN SOUND
INSTALLATIONS

This study is by no means definitive. There have been
other installations involving Aeolian characteristics
in Australasia by other artists such as Ernie Althoff,
Herbert Jercher, and Graeme Davis (Bandt 2001). In
the work of Les Gilbert and Garth Paine, wind data
have been used as an environmental controller of
sound synthesis in installations. The responsive sound
installation Reeds by Garth Paine is a particularly
sophisticated example of this and can be experienced
at the websites http://www.activatedspace.com.au and
http://www.sounddesign.unimelb.edu.au/web/biogs
/P000258b.htm

The works included here, however, have established
themselves in distinct ways to articulate the diversity
of Aeolian practices, usually developed in compara-
tive isolation. There are, however, some common
features. An interest in spatial polyphony is common
in the design of some installations (Brassil, Bandt,
Lillies Beach, Paine) and many artists have taken
Aeolian sound fully into the realm of musical

Figure 13. Collaborative Sound Garden, Wind Festival,
Lillies Beach, Flinders Island, 2000 (photo: Ros Bandt).



composition through recording their Aeolian installa-
tion (see Discography, Lamb, Bandt). Other artists
have tuned into the Aeolian features heard in both
natural and man-made environments, using them to
very different ends, such as indoor installations to
improvise and perform upon (Rose, Flinders Island
Sound Garden).

Certain style characteristics can be observed from
the works discussed that can identify Aeolian sound
practices as Australasian. The first is the very large
scale of the installations (West-Moreland, Lamb,
Brassil, Bandt) compared with historical Aeolian
harps usually scaled for domestic windows and doors.
Strings are sometimes kilometres in length, in the
case of Lamb, and the permanent object sculptures
of Brassil and West Moreland have been of a size
intended to be a major landmark in relation to the
surrounding area. Large-scale works are not always
permanent, however, as the Flinders Island installa-
tion covered the entire beach front and the water over
the distance of the old pier, some 200 metres. Jodi
Rose’s bridges project includes locations all over the
world, including San Francisco, Brooklyn, London,
Helsinki and Sydney.

The second common trait is the inspiration from
Aeolian features already found in the environment.
The casuarina pines have influenced Brassil, Bandt
and Hopkins, while man-made structures such as
fences, bridges and telegraph wires have motivated
Jon Rose, Leigh Hobba, Alan Lamb and Jodi Rose.
A third characteristic is the flexible form of many of
these harps, in some cases losing the box resonator
entirely or organising innovative resonating forms
such as hollow masts or funnelling domes or shells. In
the cases of Brassil and Bandt, this flexibility has
shaped their designs to include the multi functions
of human interaction as well as environmental aerial
sound. Flexibility may include site adaptability; Jon
Rose and Bandt have moved their installations
indoors for exhibition and performance. Many artists
working in Aeolian practice seek a poetic or spiritual
revelation which is revealed in the romantic or hea-
venly music they are searching for (Lamb, Hopkins,
Brassil), and this is not uncommon throughout the
history, especially in the nineteenth century (Cree
Brown 2002). Sometimes this is explicitly presented
as part of the work, such as in Joan Brassil’s text
inscriptions.

There are, however, important differences between
the works and the artists’ approaches. Some artists are
constructing elaborate sound sculptural instruments
designed to extract and modify the sound, wanting to
amplify or contain it (West-Moreland, Bandt, Cree
Brown, Brassil), while others are happily embracing
found objects and the more random elements associ-
ated with their soundings (Jon Rose, Jodi Rose). The
use of visual forms as object sculptures in their own
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right is particularly evident in Brassil, West Moreland
and Cree Brown, while in other works the form is
predominantly shaped by function (Bandt, Jon Rose,
Jodi Rose, Cree Brown). The siting and placing of
the works varies a great deal, from private to public,
urban to desert, coastal to wilderness. In each case,
this brings with it completely different site orientation
for the listener (desert quiet, dense traffic, park, gal-
lery) and an individual spatial listening orientation
(remote, urban, comfortable, private, shared).

The acoustic communication of the Aeolian sound
practices does not always stay within the installation
itself but may extend through elaborate recordings
and mixing to become electroacoustic composition
(Rose, Bandt, Lamb), improvised works (Jon Rose,
Bandt, Brassil), gallery installations (Jon Rose, Jodi
Rose, Bandt), or interactive collaborative dance
performances (Hopkins, Bandt, in Bandt 1990). Jon
Rose rebuilds indoor fence installations which mimic
the original, while Jodi Rose’s exhibited illuminated
globe serves a different function — to map the multiple
locations of the bridges she recorded for the audio.

All these artists have embraced the wind as a power-
ful element in their work. The unpredictability of its
appearance and the instability of flow have to be built
in to the works. The wind is capricious and ephemeral.
Artists have wrestled to tame the wind, bridling it
through physical forms with the intention of hearing it
sing the natural harmonic series of just intonation, the
charming music the wind plays when it intercepts a
form. When it occurs, it is the artist’s reward for inven-
tive and courageous handling of discrete environ-
mental conditions. Aeolian practices are site specific,
difficult to control and take much time to understand.
The refinement in the practices described above is
a testament to the time and ingenuity spent by those
artists who have chosen to ‘tame the wind’.
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