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sound field. This innovative sonification of data has
always been a signature of Gilbert’s sound designs
in public space. Beginning with Southbank Boulevard
Boardwalk, sounds traverse the speakers installed
in the handrails of the Boardwalk according to the
direction of the wind, the weather, and the number of
people present. The sonic outcomes will be quite dif-
ferent within a general composed sound field. Sound
designs are rarely static and the longevity of sounding
artworks is one of the most important issues for
discussion by commissioners, designers and owners of
these works.

A completely original sounding artwork which is
at once a sound sculpture and an interactive musical
instrument, is Federation Bells, at Birremung Marr,
designed by the sculptor Anton Hassel and composer
physicist, Neil McLachlan. It is a remarkable work
from several points of view. The first and most
obvious is that is of political significance, it being a gift
of the state to the people to celebrate the centenary of
Federation. The second is that the acoustic properties
of the bell have been reassessed to create a new cross-
cultural bell, including both Asian and European
influences in its design. The third is that it is a pro-
grammable and playable musical instrument capable
of automatically playing computer- generated com-
positions such as those by the seven composers com-
missioned for the opening, Broadstock, McLachlan,
Boyd, McDermott, Koukias, Norman, and Paine. It
has a playable keyboard interface which means one
could theoretically perform and improvise with or
through the bells in real time. Fourthly, it has a
capacity to receive online compositions in the future as
composers can compose sound structures for it from
anywhere in the world. To date, these last two
characteristics have yet to be realised.

The relationship of the sound to the site needs
examination in all sounding artworks. At Birremung
Marr, original bell tones created by two artists are
introduced sounds and designed to be played at 8 a.m.
and 5 p.m. daily. Many hours of silence occur when
the piece becomes a beautiful static sculpture one can
walk through. For several months it has not been
sounding at all due to a maintenance problem, existing
as a sculpture which is a poetic metaphor for sound
that might be.

3.5. Community consultation and commission

A different approach is where the sounds of the
community using the public space are integrated with
the sound sources and merely woven together by the
artist, such as in the case of The Listening Place, Alma
Park, commissioned by the City of Port Phillip for the
Margins, Memories and Markers project. In this work,
stories collected in many different languages from
users of the park are part of an hour-long composition

mixed with the ambient sound of the park as well as
sounds referenced in the stories, such as dogs barking,
trains, the beach, etc. The commissioning body, the
Council, defined the demographic representation of
the community content in this work rather than the
artist, and several community workshops were held
prior to the artist’s engagement. Words for ‘listen’ in
several languages were etched in bluestone, the idea
of the sound artist, typeset by the visual artist and
co-ordinator Julie Sheills, and with the seat realised
by the Council and the artists. The instigation of the
sounding artwork by the hosting body and the com-
munity itself ensures its relevance and longevity. It was
very much a community team who executed the work
and took ownership for it under the guidance of Ilka
Tampke, the project manager.

Figure 9. Hassel and McLachlan, Federation Bells,
Birremung Marr, 2001 (photo courtesy of the artists). An
audio example by Terry McDermott can be heard on the
website (search Terry McDermott, under gallery for

Federation Bells; mp3 courtesy of Terry Mc Dermott).

Figure 10. Ros Bandt, The Listening Place, 2003, Alma Park
(photo: Ros Bandt).
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4. COMPARISONS AND CONTRASTS

From the tables in the Appendix, the ten works dis-
cussed here can be compared and contrasted accord-
ing to the eighteen common style features which reflect
the hybridity of the art form. These include:

• the political, geographic and demographic
settings (1–3),

• whether it is indoor or outdoor,
• temporary or permanent,
• environmentally sensitive,
• whether it is a collaborative process or not,
• the type of sound compositional processes, both

micro and macro (5 & 6),
• the systems and technological elements engaged,
• the visual and multimedia components,
• the use of screens,
• the sound dispersion array,
• interactive features,
• online components,
• the presence of silence, and
• the design of listener pathways.

In this small case study of ten works, the artists have
designed sound in public space in many different ways,
from indoor, outdoor, temporary, permanent, small
and large scale; some works have many forms such as
Federation Bells and Chinese Whispers. Indeterminate
and varied sonic outcomes are seen to be desirable and
programmed in to many works. In some cases the visi-
tor may be given the opportunity to play, intercept,
change or make sound contributions for the designs.
Some communities have defined their own sounding
artworks. The tables make clear the variable solutions
the artists have found in creating sounding artworks in
public. Their attitudes to the listed style criteria can
be compared and contrasted against specific design
features. These decisions are critical in determining
the identity of the works, their appearance, their sonic
outcome and the experience of them for the listener.
Australian sound art in public space bears the fruit of
much artistic vision, creative solutions, clever systems
design, and complex political agreements.

5. THE CASE STUDY IN RELATION TO THE
WEBSITE

This is just a small sample, a thumbnail sketch of the
myriad of exciting sounding artworks being designed
in Australia today. The website has published over 130
works in multimedia objects, sound, video, visuals,
text, artistic statements and quotes and diagrams to
render the works as completely as possible, short of
experiencing them in their actual acoustic domain.
The works are as varied as the artists themselves.
There are over seventy descriptors used by the artists
to describe their practice, so soft have the boundaries

become between sound space and physical space. The
design parameters of this medium have been initially
derived from compositional practices of music, sound
and sculpture, but now practitioners are designing
who may not have sound composition as their main
concern, coming from contexts such as multimedia,
architecture, set design, computer programming and
auditory display. Sound design in public space is a
completely interdisciplinary art form which possibly
accounts for the lack of detailed research and analysis
in the field. Few single disciplines embrace it. Analysis
and theory must move to embrace these emergent
hybrid forms as must the traditional disciplines of
music and fine arts.

 There is much work to be done and further analysis
and interpretation will be facilitated through the pow-
erful cross-referencing search engines on the Sound
Design website. Using the two search engines on the
site for all of the 130 works published in the online
gallery, the following matches were found for the
following key words:

Outdoor characteristics: 36 works
Indoor gallery installation: 42 works
Temporary: 65 works
Permanent: 23 works
Interactivity: 70 works
Original instruments: 9 works
Original programming: 5 works
Environmentally sensitive: 42 works
Collaborative works: 39 works
Commissioned works: 51 works
Community: 24 works
Visual components: 53 works
Sculptures: 68 works
Screens: 21 works
Mixed media: 7 works
Multi speakers: 8 works
Listener pathways: 75 works
Audience interactive: 34 works

Searches can be made on all seventy function descrip-
tors. This is just an introductory sample of the kind
of comparative data which can be sourced from the
site. A hierarchy of stars gives preference to the most
pertinent matches.

As has been shown, the website treats each work
from a variety of perspectives including those of the
creator (bio and aesthetic intention), the design crite-
ria (text and diagrams), the electroacoustic tools and
methodologies (text, visuals, video), the audible sound
result (mp3 files and video clips), and the site context
(maps and text). Together these elements communi-
cate a sense of the work’s identity through a variety of
data modes encouraging multi-sensory perception of
sound, its spatial design, its movement, and duration
in the context of the site. Works can be experienced
as designs in a specific acoustic space rendered
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through the image, sound clips and video. Headphone
listening is advised to catch the more subtle spatial
characteristics of the sound designs.

These digital tools provide the perceiver with a
variety of ways of coming to know the interactive
soundworks through their own interactive discovery
on the Web. This project has consulted the artist at
every stage of the publishing process so the descriptors
are in their authentic voices. This rarely happens in
academic research where the writer’s voice is the one
that is heard, not the artist’s. The fruits of the research
are made in the public realm as soon as they are
available with over 660,000 hits in the last year. The
site and its information are free, accessible and
empowering for the artists and interpreters who are
part of it.

6. CONCLUSIONS

From this study it is clear that sound designs and
artworks in public space are becoming more common,
and it is important that we are aware of the way in
which the soundscape evolves, planned or unplanned.
It is helpful to see if the right to quiet is being consi-
dered and if the community is being consulted. It
is interesting to see who steers the project and for
what purpose, aesthetic, political or commercial. As
soundscape studies are well advanced in other coun-
tries, Australia would do well to concentrate more
attention on these areas. The present study has made
a contribution by bringing sound designs in public
space to the attention of the scholarly and general
public alike through this free online audible research
initiative.
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Appendix. Comparative summary of sound design features in works discussed.

Part 1

Sound designed features Rice Paddies Love is a . . . Audiotheque Cairns Airport Meta Diva

1. Commissioned X ASDP ASDP

2. Community consult.

3. Site indoor/outdoor O I I I O

4. Type of collaboration Cross art form Duet Composer,
computer engineer

5. Macro form I, P I I I I
installation, I,
performance, P

6. Micro, sound sources, Env, s, o, S,o, env, Varied Soundscape, Found
soundscape, elect, live electronic electronic polychips on
environmental, perf, soundscape, environmental, timers
algorithmic, sampled, improvised algorhithmic, electronic
original, improvised, live sampled
performance, electronic

7. Temporary or T T T P P
Permanent

8. Duration 3 weeks 3 weeks 2 weeks 24 hour daytime

9. Systems CD Radio, Computer Computer Computer Solar chips
live programmed programmed programmed

10. Interactivity Yes Yes Yes Flight Light

11. Environmentally Yes No No Plane sensitive Yes
sensitive

12. Mixed media CD Radio Assemblages Touch Murals Sculpture
Video screens,

headphones

13. Visual sculptures Tank, assemblages Headphone No, murals Florettes in lake
platform lounge

14. Screens No Yes Yes No No

15. Speaker arrays Stereo 16 in 8 headphones Wall painted Tiny in florettes
sculptures suspended speakers

throughout

16. Internet Yes

17. Silence No Yes Yes Yes Yes

18. Listener pathways Street Free Restricted Guided In lake
free
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Part 2

Sound designed Gestation Chinese Southbank Federation Bells The Listening
features Whispers Promenade Place

1. Commissioned State govt City of Port
Philip

2. Community Yes Yes Yes
consult.

3. Site I O O O O
indoor/outdoor

4. Type of General City of Port
collaboration public/visual Philip

artists

5. Macro form Audience Audience Installation Inst, musical Installation
installation, interactive interactive instrument
performance installation installation 7 original

compositions

6. Micro, sound Algorithmic, Audience Sampled, Computer Community
sources, samples, interviews, electronic programmed voices,
environmental, electronic, algorithmic, environmental acoustic bells environmental
algorithmic, environmental environmental electronic
sampled,
original, live
performance,
electronic

7. Temporary or T T P P P
Permanent

8. Duration 3 weeks Variable 24 hour 2 performances Daylight hours
RMIT per day 8 & 5

9. Systems VNS, video Internet Computer- Timed 60 minute loop
programming, computer- programmed performances,
algorithms controlled random files computer

realtime controlled
streaming

10. Interactivity Yes Yes Weather Potential No

11. Environmentally No Yes Yes No No
sensitive

12. Mixed media Yes Yes No No No

13. Visual sculptures No Telephones/objects No Yes Yes
and texts created
by visual artists

14. Screens Yes No No No No

15. Speaker arrays Quad Multi –site Boardwalk No Stereo in
ground

16. Internet – Yes Yes No

17. Silence Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

18. Listener pathways Free Fixed Free Free Seated


