


e past 25 years there -hve-bema number of exhibitions at visual arts instiutim7ta have
i on sound. In the last five years their number has increased to the point of almost an art fa
qey include a subset (sometimes even all) of the following: music, kinetic sculpture,
ients activated by the wind or played by the public, conceptual art, sound effects, recorded
Is of prose or poetry, visual artworks which also make sound, paintings of musical instrume
automatons, film, video, technological demonstrations, acoustic re-enactments, interactive

,er programs which produce sound, etc. In short, 'sound art' seems to be a category which
Aude anything which has or makes sound and even, in some cases, things which don't.
[imes these 'sound art' exhibitions do not make the mistake of including absolutely everyth
he sun, but then most often what is selected is simply music or a diverse collection of musi
iew name. This is cowardly.
faced with musical conservatism at the beginning of the last century the composer Edgad

-esponded by proposing to broaden the definition of music to include all orgdnised soud.
ige went further and included silence. Now even in the aftermath of the tim id for
"in music, our response surely cann t beto put our heads in the sand andca"hi
Iv new music somethinQ else 'sound art'.-

to



The late 1 960s and early 1970s were busy art-historical

years, with the particularly potent moments of artistic
experimentation commonly associated with post-
ininimalism, performance art and the beginnings of
video art, Transcending media and inventing new ones,

several artists became increasingly self-aware 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, into lofts, 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 Oppenheim cut lines in wheat fields; Robert Barry used radio
waves, while Walter de Maria drew with lightning; Chris Burden shot at
747s taking off friom airstrips, and Vito Acconci masturbated under the
raised floor of an empty gallery Overall, object gave way to place. The
visual airtists who challenged these limits found their way into the art
historical mainstream through Brian O'Doherty's 'Inside the White
CUbie', a ]ctCtore 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 Satie's furniture music or Karlheinz Stockhausen's serialism. The
close con1Ceptual 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 fi-ame 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 creaking
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 chief engineer was the Greek composer lannis Xenakis, to whom
the bulk of the Pavilion's design of an immersive multi-media
environment of sound and light is actually indebted. The intention,
obviously, was ultimately a commercial one: to flaunt the high-tech
savviness of the Philips Corporation. French composer Edgard Varese
was commissioned to create music for the Pavilion to give the
architecture an aural texture. He wrote the famous Po1ne Elect ronique,
played over 400 loudspeakers installed throughout the structure. This
was not a concert or a performance with a beginning, 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 sanctity 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





4 called - and was the first to call - 'sound installations'. In 1966,
Neuhaus took Cage's 4'33" to where he felt it should belong: in the
streets. In a performance piece called Listen, audience members
gathered at a specified location, where Neuhaus stamped each person's
hand with the word 'listen', and proceeded to lead a walk through New
York sites such as the 14th Street ConEd power plant or PATH train
stations. Rather than worrying about producing any sounds himself, he
pointed to the way a sonic where becomes a musical what.

For TMe,s Square (1977), Neuhaus placed speakers under a grate on
a pedestrian island. Passers-by might notice a ringing drone sound that
seems out of place: amidst the traffic noise, the car horns and the
police whistles, an invisible sound seems to capture the constant
bn,zzing of energy and movement of the intersection, or the humming
of the billboards' electricity. Years later, Neuhaus would elaborate: 'the
sound is not the work; the sound is the material that I make the place
u•i if, (iat I triiansfoi in the space into a place with.'

Alvin Licier was also engaged in an aural version of context-as-
content, exploring how sound could reflect the personality of space.
Most of this American composer's 'scores' consisted of written
instructions, much like Sol LeWitt provided notes on how to execute
his conceptual proposals. In an early work, Chambers (1968), the
composer asks to use any acoustic object that performers would play,
gradually moving further and further away from each other in space,
until each other's sounds become inaudible. In his first trial, with conch

shells, the performers covered a span of half a mile before the piece
came to an end. Lucier has been quoted as saying, 'J simply want to find
out what these environments do to sounds' and discover how an
environment can 'intrude its personality on whatever sounds occur'.
Quasimodo the Great Lover (1970) asks that a sound be carried,
through relay 'stations', across the hallways and corridors of buildings,
or even across vast expanses of ocean. Performers make a sound into a
microphone, which is then played back on a speaker in another part of
the building, picked up by another microphone situated further still, on
to another speaker, etc. The audience hears the sound once it has gone
through this trajectory, after it has accumulated any of the ambient
sounds that any of the microphones along the relay-system might have
picked up and added to the 'composition'. What is interesting is not
what the sound is, but its chorus with what the space might say back.

The most effective of Lucier's experiments is surely I Am Sitting in
a Room (1970). This work, even in its title, makes an explicit reference
to the consideration of a where in addition to a what. In an empty
room, Lucier recorded himself reading a text on a tape player. The
recording is then played back in the room and recorded once again on
a second tape. That tape is then played back in the room and recorded
again on a third tape, etc, etc. After approximately 40 minutes, the
voice sounds like an abstracted murmur, or a drone, as the room -
acting as a filter between the recordings and their subsequent,
consecutive and cumulative playbacks - imposes its own resonant



-quencies into the speech. About this work, Lucier reminds us that
,ery room has its own melody hiding there until it is made audible'.
Closely associated with the post-minimalist visual artists, Bruce
uman was first trained as a musician, and Touch and Sound Walls
.)69) reveals his debt to the loop-delays by his friend Steve Reich. The

)rk consists of two walls, about 40 feet apart, with microphones
walled behind one wall and speakers behind the other. When the
,.er to uches the first wall, the sound emanates from the other, the
Is being far enough apart to create a time-lag. Diagonal Sound Wall
-0) combines Alvin Lucier's interventions with the sonic

'ucrcies of a room with Richard Long's walking pieces: a wall thickly
hded with acoustical material is diagonally installed in a gallery.

ing though it, we perceive a pressure in our ears, as if the space
invisibly moving towards us, squeezing us or boxing us in.

iile Nauman's multi-faceted body of work is most renowned for
use of video and sculpture, he created several sound-based
illations directly engaging with 'the box'. With his video work
dy moving 'outside the white cube', many works were sited in his
o, thus breaking with the supposed importance of the gallery
_xt. He created a series of five sound pieces, collectively called
o Aids 11 (1967-68), which consisted of the sounds of '[a] Violin
1 D E A D', 'Rolling on the Studio Floor', 'Jumping', 'Walking in
Ludio', and 'Get Out of My Mind'. The last of this series, Get Out
.Mind, Get Out of This Room (1968), is a six-minute looped
ing of the artist whispering the work's title - loudly,
nvely, softly, nervously - which is played back on speakers
•":behind the walls of an otherwise empty white gallery. This
)(d sound to create a keen - almost violent - awareness of the

'-box', ias the sound accentuated the space's emptiness, its
ive walled-in architecture, its social intolerance or

veness, or its ability to 'house' intense emotions (even when
This work was one of many included in Nauman's more
d even more dramatic installation Raw Materials (2004) at
ern's Turbine Hall. Brian Eno famously wrote of music as
a porous material that permeates space and the body, and
,mory. Faced with lots of space and lots of bodies, the
,se not a super-sized sculpture, but the most invading and
' material of all: sound. With no objects to walk around or
ind, viewers become victims of the artist's guttural orders to
'nk, think', 'work, work, work', or 'get out, get out, get out'.

mporary relevance of these ideas is rich. Nicolas Collins, a
and ex-student of Alvin Lucier, is updating his teacher's

oeuvres into the realm of electronic feedback systems, as
irough architectural spaces. Artists like Joseph Grigely or
igone follow the lead of Vito Acconci or Bruce Nauman in

ig the tensions, slippages and transitions between the
iWord and its enunciated aural cousin. Nauman's excursions

iullance are picked up with radio-scanner ýhacker Robin
d. while his closed-circuit video installations are translated into

"i-uits.byAchimnMWollseheid. Bill Fontana, Christina Kubisch and

Ron Kuivila re-imagine sound installation
owing much to Max Neuhaus, while Janet (
performances into binaurally record(
ambiguously between fact and fiction. If v
though, it is that sound can become less
vand separateness (or non-) from music,
instead find its own place, through its coni
histor of art and ideas, alongside ourfax

"Vito Acconci: Sight/Sound/City', to 12 J
(0)151 707 4444, wwwfact.co.uk). In Sel

Kubisch will be included in 'Sound Out'
Cork, Ireland (www.nati6nalsculpt11
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