In the late 1960s, a new generation of artists shifted our attention from the what to the
where — from the art object to the physical space the object occupies. But history has
overlooked those who used sound to explore this transition, argues Anthony Huberman
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he late 1960s and early 1970s were busy art-historical

years, with the particularly potent moments of artistic

experimentation commonly associated with post-

minimalism, performance art and the beginnings of

video art. Transcending media and inventing new ones,
several artists became increasingly selfaware of the way art works in
{(and with) physical space. The shift of attention from what an object is
to where it is (and how the two are inseparable) brought art onto the
streets, o lofis, abandoned piers, open fields, onto television and the
airwaves. While Gordon Matta-Clark cut through buildings, Robert
smithson intervened with nature; Richard Long walked for miles, and
Dennis Oppenhicint cut lines in wheat fields; Robert Barry used radio
waves, while Walter de Maria drew with lightning; Chris Burden shor at
7475 taking off from airstrips, and Vito Acconci masturbated under the
raised loor of an empty gallery. Overall, object gave way to place. The
visual artists who challenged these limits found their way into the art
historical mainstream through Brian O'Doherty’s ‘Inside the White
Cube’, a lecture which became a series of essays published in Artforum
in 1976, famously describing the potency of ‘the box’, or the gallery, the
container of all things art.

Never reaching the same level of recognition (in the art-historical
narrative) were the artists also using sound to push these limits of
space: Max Neuhaus, Alvin Lucier, La Monte Young, Barry Le Va, Terry
Fox and Bruce Nauman. Such pioneers have more commonly
discussed their relationship with the history of music, by referencing
Erik Satic's furniture music or Karlheinz Stockhausen’s serialism. The
close conceptual alignments between the innovative project of the so-
called post-minimalist visual artists and that of many sound artists
working at the same time are striking, and contextualising them within
this art-historical frame seems urgent: the narrative of the art surfacing
in this period is incomplete without these important, and often
missing, protagonists. At a time when visual artists reflexively
considered the ‘box” and pioneered a transition from hermetic object
to porous space, artists working with sound similarly began making a
fundamental shift from time-based music to place-based sound.

John Cage's 4

33" (1952) is perhaps one example that does actually
appear in art history textbooks. The note-less composition was meant
to draw the listener’s attention to the ambient sounds of the place in

which it was ‘performed’; the sounds of the nearby street, of creakin g
concert hall seats, of whispers, of yawns. Cage revealed the concert hall
as a place with its own Duchampian readymade aural personality.

Cage, though, was still working within the pre-determined
architectural characteristics of the concert hall. A more elaborated
experiment, bringing space in contact with its own sound, occurred in
1958, when Le Corbusier was invited to design the Philips Pavilion at
that year's World's Fair in Brussels. Working at the time as his assistant
and chiel engincer was the Greek composer lannis Xenakis, to whom
the bulk of the Pavilion's design of an immersive mult-media
environment of sound and light is actually indebted, The intention,
obviously, was ultimately a commercial one: o flaunt the high-tech
sawviness of the Philips Corporation. French composer Edgard Varése
was commissioned to create music for the Pavilion to give the
archirecrure an aural texture, He wrore the famous Podme Electrorigue,
plaved over 400 loudspeakers installed throughout the stucture, This
was not a concert or a performance with a beginnin g, middle and end,;
it was an environment designed for and with sound. This landmark
experiment marked a transition from sound treated musically to sound
treated architecturally: rather than sound as a musical progression
through time, here was a sonic exploration of space.

Widely acknowledged as a challenge to the sanciity of the calm
exhibition space, Robert Smithson moved outdoors in the 1960s and
1970s to create his famous earthworks, where the art object was at the
mercy of such fluctuating and indeterminate variables as the weather,
the tides and natural erosion. Like Smithson, sound art pioneer Max
Neuhaus began working outside in 1965, in search of the sounds of
bustling crowds and the richer and more chaotic overlappings of natural
space. First an accomplished concert musician of considerable notoriety
and repute, who performed with Cage and Stockhausen, Neuhaus
renounced his career in concert halls to devote himself to what he »
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(19{;9) reveals his debt to the loop-delays 1)\ lm [mnd Steve Reich. l
work consists of two walls, abour 40 feet apart, with microphones
:;ldllcnl behind one wall and speakers behind the other. When the
er touches the first wall, the sound emanates from the other, the
I~. being far enough apart to create a time-lag. Diagonal Sound Well
070y combines Alvin Lucier's interventions with the sonic
juencies of a room with Richard Long's walking pieces: a wall thickly
added with acoustical material is diagonally installed in a gallery.
king though it, we perceive a pressure in our ears, as if the space

s invisibly moving towards us, squeezing us or boxing us in.

hile Nauman's multi-faceted body of work is most renowned for
use of video and sculpture, he created several sound-based
tallations directly engaging with ‘the box’. With his video work
already moving ‘outside the white cube’, many works were sited in his
0, thus breaking with the supposed importance of the gallery
xt. He created a series of five sound pieces, collectively called
io Aids 11 (1967-68), which consisted of the sounds of *[a] Violin
d D EA D, ‘Rolling on the Studio Floor', ‘Jumping’, “Walking in
Studio’, and ‘Get Out of My Mind'. The last of this scrics, Get Ot
Mind, Get Out of This Room (19068), is a six-minute looped
ding of the artist whispering the work’s title — loudly,
sively, softly, nervously — which is played back on speakers
behind the walls of an otherwise empty white gallery. This
sed sound to create a keen — almost violent — awareness of the
box’, as the sound accentuated the space’s emptiness, its
sive  walled-in  architecture, its social intolerance or
iveness, or its ability to ‘house” intense emotions (even when
)o. This work was one of many included in Nauman's more
ind even more dramatic installation Raw Materials (2004) at
locdern’s Turbine Hall. Brian Eno famously wrote of music as
é a porous material that permeates space and the body, and
insmemory. Faced with lots of space and lots of bodies; the
)€ not a super-sized sculpture, but the most invading and
55 material of all: sound. With no objects to walk around or
1ind, viewers become victims of the artist’s guttural orders to
hink, think', ‘work, work, work’, or ‘get out, get out, get out’,
ntemporary relevance of these ideas is rich. Nicolas Collins, a
and ex-student of Alvin Lucier, is updating his teacher’s
noeuvres into the realm of electronic feedback Systems, as
1 through architectural spaces. Artists like Joseph (Jngclv or
<er1.,< me follow the lead of Vito Acconci or Bruce Nauman in
hing the tensions, slippages and transitions between the
liword and its enunciated aural cousin. Nauman’s excursions
urveillance are picked up with radio-scanner -hacker Robin

duicl, while his closed-circuit video installations are translated into
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