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!
Introduction!!
In a white room stand four white poles that stretch from floor to ceiling. They 

delineate a ‘sound cube’. The sound played within the marked space can be heard 

faintly from without, becoming clearly audible once the visitor steps inside. Within 

the sonic space the visitor encounters the noises of the city they have just left 

outside, played at a ‘natural’ volume - a sonic 1:1 scale.   Depending on at which 1

point of the recording the visitors have entered, they hear either the sound of skaters 

grinding against cement, the drone of traffic, or noises of various other urban 

activities. The intention of Justin Bennett, the artist behind this work, Hyper Forum 

(2014), was “to transplant a cube of sonic public space into the gallery situation…”  2

The visitor is faced with the familiar noises of the streets, in the familiar modern 

gallery, in an unfamiliar pairing of the two.!

!
Noise is unwanted sound; disturbing and potentially harmful. It is atonal in that it 

produces  irregular vibrations in the air (tone is made up of regular vibrations) and is 

often associated with industrialization and machines. Contemporary artists who work 

with sound use noise to destabilize the notion of a fixed and quiet art space. Sound 

art is broad. It can range from an electric guitar dragged behind a truck, to the 

undulations caused by sound pulsed into milk.   However, sound art specifically 3

includes works in which sound is the protagonist, not only the medium; where the 

effects of sound and the importance of listening are the focus. Not all sound art uses 

noise, but this thesis focuses only on that which does, predominantly sound art that 

!  Justin Bennett (July 2015) in an interview with the author1

!  ibid.2

!  The artworks referenced are: Guitar Drag by Christan Marclay (2000), and Milch (2000) by 3

Carsten Nicolai



uses urban noise. Artists like Justin Bennett access the sound of the streets in 

gallery works to blur the boundaries between the outside/in, the everyday and art. 

Some of the techniques employed are: layering, chance, and volume alterations. 

Contrasts between very loud noise and complete absence of sound can draw 

attention to the traditionally hushed gallery space, and live streaming of external 

noises reveal that life outside continues, even when inside the museum. !

!
Since the mid 1900s, a time when art institutions were the subject of intense 

criticism, up to now, curators have been engaged in questioning the spaces in which 

they work. Recently, Hou Hanru, director of the MAXXI - National Museum of XXI 

Century Art in Rome - curated Open Museum/Open City (24.10-30.11.2014), an 

exhibition made up entirely of sound works. It relied substantially on noise. Hanru’s 

aim was to “revolutionize the traditional system of logistics within the museum” and 

make the MAXXI “more and more open to the outside world”.   The choice to include 4

only sound art was guided by the fact that sound can be used “… as a tool for 

breaking down the physical and emotional barriers that often separate the general 

public from cultural institutions…”  !5

!
The term sound art was coined by Don Goddard in 1983 in the catalogue for 

"Sound/Art" at The Sculpture Centre in New York, but the practice has a robust 

history.   Its beginnings can be traced to the first half of the twentieth century in the 6

use of noise by the avant-garde as an act of institutional criticism. Key figures 

include Futurist painter Luigi Russolo (1885-1947), French broadcaster and theorist 

Pierre Schaeffer (1910-1995), and Buddhist minimalist composer John Cage 

!  Hanru, H. (ed.). (2014) Open Museum Open City, exhibition catalogue. Rome: Mousse 4

Publishing. xii.

!  ibid. p. 55

!  Neset, A. H. and London, Barbara, B. (2013) Soundings: a Contemporary Score, exhibition 6

catalogue. New York: Museum of Modern Art.



(1912-1992). These figures accessed ‘unwanted sounds’ in an attempt to open up 

artistic practice and disrupt the quiet museums and concert-halls. Although it is 

important to note that sound art and music are not one and the same, music played 

a key role in the formation of sound art and “before the 1960’s artistic practice that 

would mainly manifest as audio was… known as music.”  .!7

!
This thesis draws on sound art's beginnings to set in context the work of artists and 

curators that use noise today. In part one, the social history of noise is traced since 

the beginning of modernism, focusing on the separation of urban noise from 

institutional spaces - specifically the concert hall and museum. It goes on to look at 

the history of noise appropriation from its aesthetization by Russolo with his 

intonarumori, to the recording and modification of noise by Schaeffer and his objets 

sonores, to the reception of noise in its raw form by John Cage in his seminal piece 

4’33’’. Finally, it examines the role of the Fluxus movement that, in the 1960s, 

appropriated the techniques used by Russolo, Schaeffer, and Cage - the “intellectual 

father” of Fluxus - in bringing noise into the gallery.   Part two examines the 8

acceptance of sound art into the mainstream following Fluxus. It looks at the 

properties of sound and the effects of these when applied to the gallery. It examines 

five sound pieces that incorporated noise in three exhibitions of the last two years 

and the legacy of the use of noise since the early to mid 1900s .. The final chapter 

addresses the influence of new technology on the presentation of noise within the 

gallery space and the concept of ‘noistalgia’ (a nostalgia for the noise of the 

mechanical past).!

This dissertation avoids the term ‘sound artist’ for fear of excluding influential artists 

who may not refer to themselves as such. Since the focus of this dissertation is the 

!  Contemporary multi-media artist Haroon Mirza (August 2015) in an interview conducted via email 7

with the author. 

!  Klar, A. (ed.) (2012) Fluxus at 50, exhibition catalogue. Berlin: Kerber Art. p. 12.8



effect of noise on the gallery space, sound art that is staged outside the gallery,will 

not be addressed!

!
!
!
Part I!
!
Noise and the Beginnings of Sound Art!!
!
!
I. Noise: the unwanted sound!

!
At the beginning of the twentieth century the new and disordered sound born from 

industrialization sparked a fight to keep ‘civilizing’ spaces protected from the 

raucous sounds of the everyday. The quiet and protected format of galleries and 

concert halls that resulted from this battle became the subject of criticism of the 

avant-garde, a handful of whom turned to noise as a weapon against these hushed 

spaces. This was the beginning of sound art.  !

!
Noise is a sub-category of sound. It is inevitable in our daily lives. In physics noise is 

defined as a non-periodic complex sound: the combination of multiple sound waves 

all of different frequencies that are not in harmonic relation with each other.   Outside 9

its scientific definition, noise is traditionally understood as a negative manifestation 

of sound. The pejorative is inherent within the term, the roots of which can be found 

in the Latin word nausea, meaning seasickness. Noise is understood to be 

Dionysian, and tone is seen as Apollonian in nature: noise is irrational and chaotic 

!  Hainge, G. (2013) Noise Matters: Toward and Ontology of Noise. London: Bloomsbury Academic.9



whilst tone is controlled and harmonious.   The official definition of noise, used for 10

example to inform governmental policies by organizations such as WHO (the World 

Health Organization), is that noise is an unwanted sound.   It was Canadian 11

composer and environmentalist, R. Murray Schafer (b.1933), who cemented this 

definition in his seminal book The Tuning of the World (1977), emerging from 

research undertaken by the World Soundscape Project (WSP).   !12

!
Noise is “random, unpredictable and unordered.”   It can be unpleasant and 13

potentially harmful. In his book The Unwanted Sounds of Everything We Want, 

Garet Keizer underlines the physical harm that noise can invoke. He speaks of 

hearing loss, increased stress levels, lack of sleep, and tinnitus amongst others.   1415

The American Academy of Otolaryngology highlights the effects outside of hearing 

loss that exposure to noise can induce, stating that “some people react to loud noise 

with anxiety and irritability, an increase in pulse rate and blood pressure, or an 

increase in stomach acid.”   These effects were noted by intellectuals in the early 16

stages of modernity in the mid nineteenth century who sought to separate noise 

from the museum and concert hall.!

!  R. Murray Schafer refers to the distinction between Apollonian music and Dionysian music and 10

sounds in The Tuning of the World. (1977)

!  see: “Children's Health and the Environment” WHO Training Package for the Health Sector 11

World Health Organization [Online] Available at: http://www.who.int/ceh/capacity/noise.pdf

!  This publication was directly linked to the World Soundscape Project, an international research 12

project founded by Schafer in the late 1960s that initiated the study of modern acoustic ecology 

!  Hainge, G. (2013) Noise Matters: Toward and Ontology of Noise. London: Bloomsbury 13

Academic. p. 9.

!  See the decibel scale for an indication of the human ear’s threshold for pain (image 1)14

!  Keizer, G. (2010) The Unwanted Sound of Everything We Want. New York: Public Affairs15

!  “Noise and Hearing Protection”, American Academy of Otolaryngology - Head and Neck Surgery. 16

[Online] Available at: http://www.entnet.org/content/noise-and-hearing-protection [Accessed: Jun 
28th 2015]



!
Image I!

The decibel scale!

!
The birth of the mechanical age led to a rapid and uncontrolled increase in irregular 

and disruptive sounds and stimulated active campaigning against noise. The fight 

against this sonic element of city life was loaded with political significance, 

“becoming an urban battleground for the survival of civilized men under the 

conditions of mechanized modernity”.   Discussions on noise control became a 17

focus specifically of the bourgeoisie: there was a general feeling that the new 

sounds produced by the machine were impeding upon “brain work”, the labour of the 

educated middle classes.   The working classes were attributed with the production 18

!  Keizer, G. (2010) The Unwanted Sound of Everything We Want. New York: Public Affairs. p. 47. 17

!  Morat, D. (ed.) (2014) Sound of Modern History: Auditory cultures in 19th and 20th century 18

Europe, London: Berghahn Books. 

!  Douglas, I. (2013) Cities: An Environmental History, London: I.B. Tauris. p. 183. 19



of these noises as they were manning the tools.   These were the beginnings of “a 19

continuing struggle between refinement and vulgarity”, art and the everyday.   !20

!
In Europe, the first official governmental act against the bustle of the city was 

introduced in Great Britain in Section 54 of the 1839 Metropolitan Police Act. This 

section contained specific provisions against noise.   The policing of the sounds of 21

urban activity placed itself in opposition to the lower classes that were limited by this 

act in their ability to work and earn.   Intellectual figures such as Charles Dickens 22

and Marcel Proust cited noise disturbance in their writings and made formal 

complaints on the subject. Cultural historian James G. Mansell, locates the criticism 

of modernization and the sounds it produced as “a central component of elite male 

intellectual culture at the beginning of the twentieth century”.   Mansell speaks of the 23

“construction” of “the noise problem” by authors and doctors who supported each 

other in the claims of neurasthenia.   Noise was seen as anti-cerebral and thus 24

unwanted within spaces of culture and education. !

!

!  Bailey, P. (1996) “Breaking the Sound Barrier: a Historian Listens to Noise”, Body and Society. 20

vol. 2. (June) p. 53

!  Douglas, I. (2013) Cities: An Environmental History, London: I.B. Tauris.21

!  Looking at Britain’s capital following Section 54, historian and environmentalist, Ian Douglas 22

notes that “whilst the middle-class residents of inner London’s smartest suburbs such as 
Kensington and Chelsea welcomed the 1839 Police Act powers, others vehemently criticized them” 
See: ibid. p. 186.

!  Mansell, J, G. “Neurasthenia, Civilisation and the Sounds of Modern Life: Narratives of Nervous 23

Illness in the Interwar Campaign Against Noise” in: Morat, D. (ed.) (2014) Sound of Modern 
History: Auditory cultures in 19th and 20th century Europe, London: Berghahn Books. pp. 278-282

!  ibid. 24



The middle-classes sought quiet in which to nourish their intellect, their Bildung.   25

Art, music, and literature were understood as civilizing tools. They were seen as 

lofty practices, separate from the activities of the everyday, and their creation and 

appreciation was to be insulated and protected from the noisy world outside. 

Purpose-built spaces were created to accommodate and preserve art and music. 

The trend in museums of this period was to mimic the format of a temple as an 

indication of the promise of enlightenment and serenity to be found within. Buildings 

that did not take on the formal characteristics of spaces of worship were none-the-

less designed for quiet contemplation, where ’civilizing’ objects were kept and 

preserved.   “This setting of art excludes noise - audiences behave correctly, 26

demurely; buildings clearly show that works are autonomous.”   Music too was 27

treated in this way. “Great temples of music” were built to allow the art form to fulfil 

its “sublime” purpose.   In his book Noise: a Human History, Professor David Hendy 28

states: “the new art of listening would turn out to be a rather uncomfortable mixture 

of wonder, politeness, and brutal discrimination.”   !29

!
This attitude towards art and music as separate from the everyday and as 

disciplines to be protected from noise continued into the twentieth century. Museums 

and concert halls put themselves at the service of the “self-enlightenment of an 

!  The term Bildung is a German term to describe the act of pursuing self-realisation and cultural 25

improvement - see: Hendy, D (2014). Noise: a Human History of Sound and Listening. London: 
Profile Books Ltd. p. 236

!  Weil, S,E. (1990) Rethinking the Museum and Other Meditations. London: Smithsonian Institute 26

Press  

!  Hegarty, P (2010) Noise/Music: a History. London and New York: Continuum. p. 169.27

!  Hendy, D (2014). Noise: a Human History of Sound and Listening. London: Profile Books Ltd. 28

234-236.

!  Hendy, D (2014). Noise: a Human History of Sound and Listening. London: Profile Books Ltd. p. 29

234



audience”.   It was stated by institutions that “although it is good for the visitor to be 30

welcomed at the doors of the museum by a certain amount of aching and 

excitement, as soon as he crosses the threshold he should find the element without 

which he cannot have a profound encounter with the pastel arts: silence.”   !31

!
II. Noise appreciation!

!
In the early 1900s, a group of radical thinkers, artists, and musicians rejected the 

insulated concert halls and museums. Instead, they celebrated urban noise. The 

new and unsettling qualities of the sounds of the machine age were welcomed by 

the avant-garde as a tool to shake up the traditional foundation of the arts. “The 

strategy [of] avant-garde practice…was the progressive incorporation of 

extramusical sounds…it asked the questions: which extra-musical sounds should be 

incorporated into the domain of music? and how should such an importation be 

accomplished?”   New artistic experimentation with noise laid the foundations for 32

what we now call sound art. !

!
The everyday was accessed to challenge the utopian image of music and art. Artist 

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) is universally recognized for the introduction of 

everyday objects into the realm of high art with his invention of the objet trouvé 

(found object). Duchamp’s intention was to introduce the notion that art could be 

anything and that it could be made by anyone. In his book, Noise/Music, author and 

!  The statement prepared by the National Museums of Canada for the Federal Cultural Policy 30

Review Committee in 1981 - referenced in: Weil, S. E. (1990) Rethinking the Museum and Other 
meditations. London: Smithsonian Institute Press.

!  Avant-projet de programme pour le musée du XXème siècle, photocopy, p. 5 referenced by 31

Pierre Bourdieu, Alain Darbel, and Dominique Schnapper in their book The Love of Art, originally 
published in French in 1967. 

!  Khan, D (1993) “The Latest: Fluxus and Music” (1993) in: Kelly, C (2011) Sounds. London: 32

Whitechapel. pp. 28-41. 



musician Paul Hegarty discusses objets trouvés as visual noise, explaining that they 

were “not carrying meaning, lacking skill, not being appropriate, disturbing of morals, 

etc.” - unwanted sights.   Audible noise was employed for the same reasons as 33

Duchamp’s visual noise. It disrupted the silence of art and shook up the notion of art 

and music as being sacred through the use of sounds made by functional, everyday 

objects, “…everything was called into question.”   Noise appropriation in art began 34

with one group in particular: the Futurists.!

!
The Futurist movement, spear headed by the poet Filippo Tommaso Marinetti 

(1876-1944), celebrated urban modernity. Based in Northern Italy, the group called 

for the burning of museums to which they referred as “mausoleums”.   For the 35

Futurists, the ‘silent’ and static past was irrelevant. Peppered throughout the Futurist 

manifesto (1909) are specific references to the glory of industrial noise which is 

framed as a counter-force to the stale, silent museums.   The Futurists produced the 36

man often cited as the godfather of sound art, Luigi Russolo. !

!
Russolo was a noise enthusiast. Modern sounds were a powerful inspiration behind 

his work. Although Russolo was originally a painter, he is best known for his 

manifesto, The Art of Noises (L’Arte dei Rumori, 1913), written as a letter to his 

friend, Futurist composer Franscesco Balilla Pratella. In his manifesto, Russolo 

proposes an alternative to classical music to which he refers as “a limited circle of 

!  Hegarty, P (2010) Noise/Music: a History. London and New York: Continuum. p. 169.33

!  David Toop (July 2015) in an interview with the author. 34

!  Marinetti, T (1909). The Futurist Manifesto. English-language translation in 1973 by R.W. Flint.  35

London: Thames and Hudson Ltd. 

!  Marinetti wrote: “Suddenly we jumped, hearing the mighty noise of the huge double-decker trams 36

that rumbled by outside…Then the silence deepened. But, as we listened to the old canal 
muttering its feeble prayers and the creaking bones of sickly palaces above their damp green 
beards, under the windows we suddenly heard the famished roar of automobiles.” - ibid. 



sounds” characterized by “purity and sweetness”.   According to Russolo, it was only 37

with the experience of the industrial revolution and the birth of noise that composers 

and musicians began to expand their practice, incorporating “more dissonant, 

stranger, and harsher” sounds.   He describes this evolution as laying the 38

foundations for the final step towards an altogether new and liberating musical style: 

musical noise.!

Image 2!

Luigi Russolo and Ugo Piatti with an Intonarumori orchestra (1913)!

!
Russolo aestheticized noise. He defied the distinction between noise and music and 

regarded noise as a ‘wanted’ sound: musical noise was an important step towards 

breaking the fixed notions of music. Russolo facilitated a move away from the 

!  Russolo, L (1913) The Art of Noises. Translated from Italian with an Introduction by Barclay 37

Brown. New York: Pendragon Press (1986) p. 24-25. 

!  Russolo wrote: “Ancient life was all silence. In the 19th Century, with the invention of machines, 38

Noise was born”. ibid. p. 24



“sleepy atmosphere of the concert halls”, which he named “hospitals for anaemic 

sounds”, into the streets. He allowed for something other than the lofty practice of 

musical sound, which he saw as “different from and independent of life”, to be 

enjoyed and appreciated as an art form. Russolo’s invention of noise instruments, 

intonarumori, which he built with the aid of his friend and fellow painter, Ugo Piatti, 

were an important step towards this. “Russolo inaugurated avant-gardism in music 

when he questioned the nature of musical materiality…he proposed that because 

musical sound was self-referential and thereby had no link with the world and its 

sounds, music had stood still and become self occupied, while everything that 

happened in life all around it had energetically advanced into the modern world.”  !39

!
One snorter, one shriller, one shatterer, two gurgles, three buzzers, two bursters, 

one thunderer, three whistlers, two rustlers: these were the instruments included in 

the first intonarumori orchestra. The intonarumori were to Russolo “nothing less than 

a practical manifestation of the principals expounded in the manifesto”  . The names 40

of each instrument were onomatopoeic, indicating the noise that they emitted. In 

describing a demonstration of the burster instrument on June 2nd 1913, Russolo 

wrote that the “…burster, reproduced the noise of an automobile engine and could 

vary the pitch…within the limits of two octaves.”      The intonarumori remain key to 41 42

artists working within sound art: “the use of noise is common in contemporary art 

!  Khan, D. (1993) “The Latest: Fluxus and Music” in: Kelly, C (2011) Sound. London: Whitechapel 39

Gallery. p. 30. 

!  Russolo, L. (1913) “Polemics, Battles, and the First Performances of the Noise Instruments” in 40

The Art of Noises: Monographs in musicology no. 6. Translated by Brandon Barclay and published 
in 1986, New York: Pendagon Press. p. 31.

!  ibid. 41

!  The original intonarumori were destroyed in the second world war, but their persisting importance 42

is demonstrated in that they were reconstructed in their entirety by Italian composer, Lucian 
Chessa, in 2009. See: Chessa, L. “A Metaphysical Orchestra: Researching and Reconstructing the 
Intonarumori” in Celant, G. (2014) Art or Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada pp. 
148-152



practices that engage with sound and the very possibility of being able to hear noise 

as sonically interesting has had a major impact on artistic practice after Russolo.”    !43

! !

Image 3!

!
Music for 16 Futurist Noise Intoners after Russolo, directed by Luciano Chessa and 

commissioned by Performa, 2009!!!
Thirty years after the first performance of the intonarumori, Pierre Schaeffer 

introduced musique concrète (concrete music). This new genre of music took 

Russolo’s concept of the aestheticization of noise and applied it to the rapidly 

evolving area of sound recordings. Schaeffer studied radio, broadcast technology 

and engineering at the École Polytechnique in Paris.   In 1934, following the 44

completion of his formal education, he took on a job as researcher at the 

Radiodiffusion Française. Here he became exposed to an array of recording 

!  Kelly, C. “Sound in Art” in Sound (2011) London: Whitechapel Gallery. p. 1643

!  Palombini, C. (1993). "Machine Songs V: Pierre Schaeffer: From Research into Noises to 44

Experimental Music". Computer Music Journal 17, no. 3 (Autumn): p. 17.



equipment with which he experimented regularly.   In 1942 Schaeffer and theatre 45

director, Jacques Copeau, founded the Studio d’Essai in Paris which became a 

centre of musical activity.   The studio was the site of Schaeffer’s first composition: 46

Cinq Études de Bruits (Five Studies of Noises), which included Etudes aux chemins 

de fer (Studies of railway trains) and Études pathétique which made use of the 

sound of sauce pans knocking against each other and canal boats amongst other 

noises. This sonic compilation was broadcast from the Studio d’Étude in 1948 and is 

referred to as the first musique concrète composition.   Schaeffer’s Études de Bruits 47

was introduced on the radio as “Concert of Noises”, directly recalling Russolo’s 

manifesto.  !48

!
Musique concrète presents sound in isolation from its source. Schaeffer coined the 

term acousmatique (acousmatic) for this practice.   Its invention was significant in 49

the shift away from music as an intellectual discipline that relied on music theory into 

practical experimentation with everyday objects; “the material preceded the 

structure’.   Artist and theorist Brandon LaBelle writes: “until then, music had no 50

plastic qualities - composers conceived music in the mind, then wrote marks on 

!  These included turntables, microphones, and a library of sound effects. See: LaBelle, B (2006) 45

Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art. London: Continuum International Publishing Group 
Ltd. p. 26

!  The studio played an important role in the resistance movement in French radio. In August 1944 46

Studio d’Essai was responsible for the first broadcasts in liberated Paris. See: Palombini, C. 
(1993). "Machine Songs V: Pierre Schaeffer: From Research into Noises to Experimental Music". 
Computer Music Journal 17, no. 3 (Autumn): pp. 14-19.

!  LaBelle, B. (2006) Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art. London: Continuum 47

International Publishing Group Ltd. p. 26

!  ibid. 48

!  Cox, C. “Seeing is Not Hearing: Synesthesia, Anaesthesia and the Audio-Visual” in Celant, G 49

(2014) Art or Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. pp. 93-100

!  Holmes, T. (2008) Electronic and Experimental Music: Technology, Music, and Culture. New 50

York: Routledge. p. 93



paper that corresponded to the stable frequencies of musical notes, intended for 

performance”.   Schaeffer was able to capture sounds as they were through 51

recording implements. This allowed him to manipulate noises. He would experiment 

with practices such as sampling and altering the speed of playback through which 

he would create a range of pitches.      Schaeffer’s use of ‘found sounds’ has clear 52 53

links to Duchamp’s objects trouvés. In the same way that Duchamp’s Fountain 

(1917) was presented on its side but remained recognizable as a urinal, Schaeffer’s 

musique concrète altered noise through the manipulation of tape recordings but the 

fidelity of the recorded sound to the original was key. !

!
Image 4!

Pierre Schaeffer with the phonogene in his studio, 1951!!
!  Young, R. “So Rudely Forced: the Postwar Turn from Music to Sound” in Celant, G (2014) Art or 51

Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. pp. 93-100

!  LaBelle, B. (2006) Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art. London: Continuum 52

International Publishing Group Ltd. p. 26

!  This simple and innovative approach to sound recordings is sourced as a key inspiration for 53

electronic music that adopted these techniques as the foundation of its practice.



!
The term, musique concrète, came from two of its definitive elements. One was the 

use of the sonic materials adopted in its compositions: noises sourced directly from 

the physical, ‘concrete’ world.   The other was in the affect of the practice: concrète 54

addresses acousmatic sounds.    The latter meaning of the term encompasses what 55

Schaeffer called objets sonores (sound objects). Musique concrète was fundamental 

in the evolution of music away from performance and live recordings into a more 

abstract and conceptual realm. The ability to perceive and experience a sound in its 

own right, “sound for sound’s sake”, meant that music was no longer inherently 

linked to the concert hall and classic orchestra.   This was a key contribution to the 56

invention of sound art.!

!!
The destabilization of the traditional format of the concert hall - musicians on stage 

and the audience seated in rows, watching them - was taken to its furthest point by 

John Cage. At around the same time as Schaeffer was creating his musique 

concrète, Cage wrote his seminal piece 4’33’’ (1952), “the silent work that’s never 

quite rid of the world’s noise”.   Commonly called his ‘silent piece’, this short 57

composition had a major impact on the relationship between performer and 

audience, the use of chance in music and art, and what constitutes musical material. !

!

!  Holmes, T. (2008) Electronic and Experimental Music: Technology, Music, and Culture. New 54

York: Routledge

!  Hainge, G. (2013) Noise Matters: Towards and Ontology of Noise. London: Bloomsbury 55

Academic

!  Young, R. “So Rudely Forced: the Postwar Turn from Music to Sound” in Celant, G (2014) Art or 56

Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. pp. 93-100

!  “When John Cage met Robert Rauschenberg” (2013) [Online] Available at: http://57

uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2015/march/02/when-john-cage-met-robert-rauschenberg/ 
[Accessed: August 12th 2015]



4’33’’ was conceived of and developed over a four-year period, from 1948-1952.  58

Like Russolo, Cage had been a painter before he became a composer. He had 

drawn inspiration from the avant-garde, specifically the Dadaists and the Futurists.  59

Marinetti’s stream-of-consciousness verse - akin to automatic writing - was key to 

Cage’s early artistic formation. The element of chance that was inherent in this 

technique was something that Cage explored throughout his career. 4’33’’ consists 

of a pianist or orchestra taking to the stage and sitting motionless for the length of 

the composition, divided into three movements. It relies on sounds made by the 

audience: “silence becomes the set of all non-intentional sounds”.  !60

!
Cage had originally conceived of a piece in which there was a total absence of 

sound which he had intended to call Silent Prayer. This composition was to be an 

alternative to noise pollution.   The composer adapted his concept to become 4’33’’  61

following a period of study of Zen Buddhism in the late 1940s which “led him to work 

towards removing his own likes and dislikes from the act of composition so that 

sounds might be loved simply for what they are, rather than for how they might be 

used to express the personality of a composer or demonstrate his intellectual 

ingenuity.”   Paired with Zen philosophy, Robert Rauschenberg’s White Paintings of 62

the early 1950s were an important influence on Cage. They provided a visual 

example of what the composer wished to achieve musically in that rather than 

!  Visscher, E. “Silence as Musical Sculpture: John Cage and the Instruments in 4’33’’” in Celant, G 58

(2014) Art or Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. pp. 196-199.

!  Art critic Kay Larson refers to these two artistic movements as being “significant events” in 59

Cage’s youth. See: Larson, K (2012) Where the Heart Beats: John Cage, Zen Buddhism, and the 
Inner Life of Artists. New York: Penguin books. p. 23. 

!  de Visscher, E. “Silence as Musical Sculpture: John Cage and the Instruments in 4’33’’” in 60

Celant, G. (2014) Art or Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. p. 197

!  ibid.61

!  Haskins, R. (2012) John Cage (Reaktion Books - Critical Lives). London: Reaktion Books Ltd. p. 62
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project an image to the viewer, the white paintings reflected the light and movement 

of the gallery in which they hung: “Cage viewed the White Paintings less as images 

that projected the artist’s expression, than backdrops against which the flux of the 

world might stand out…”   In a similar vein to Schaeffer, Cage was interested in 63

challenging the traditionally elevated status of composer by allowing chance rather 

than knowledge to determine the contents of a musical piece. !

!
Image 5!

Score for the first movement of John Cages’ 4’33’’!

!  “When John Cage met Robert Rauschenberg” (2013) [Online] Available at: http://63

uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2015/march/02/when-john-cage-met-robert-rauschenberg/ 
[Accessed: August 12th 2015]



In his declaration, “I love sounds just as they are”, Cage, like Russolo and Schaeffer, 

had opened up his compositions to the medium of noise.   In his essay ‘The Future 64

of Music: Credo’ (1937) Cage specifically references noise, stating: “wherever we 

are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen 

to it, we find it fascinating”.   Bruce Altshuler highlights Cage’s importance in the 65

promoting of noise as art and his influence on art groups after him using the 

equipment list of the ‘Festival of New Music’, put on by the the Fluxus movement: 

“…the equipment list…[-] with its radios, candles, broken glass and junk metal, 

wooden blocks and vacuum cleaner - displays… came out of the Cage classes at 

the New School”.   !66

Image 6!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Installation view of Robert Rauschenberg’s White Painting [three panel] (1951) in 
the artist’s Lafayette Street studio, New York. (1991)!!

!  “John Cage: About Silence” (2007). [Online] Avialble at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?64

v=pcHnL7aS64Y. [Accessed : June 12th 2015]

!  Cage, J (1937) “The Future of music: Credo” in: Cage, J (1961) Lectures and Writings by John 65

Cage.  Middletown: Wesleyan University Press

!  Bruce Altshuler is Professor of Museum Studies at Harvard University, New York. See Altshuler, 66

B. ‘The Cage Class’ in: Lauf, C. and Hapgood, S. (eds.) (1991) FluxAttitudes, exhibition catalgoue. 
Ghent: Imschoot utigevers. pp. 17-23. 



!
III. Fluxus: noise in the gallery!

!
“Why is sound left outside?”!

- Harry Bertoia  !67

!
The performance of noise from Russolo to Cage had taken place either in concert 

halls, artists’ studios, or via radio broadcasts. The late 1950s and early 1960s 

marked the beginnings of the installation of sound in the gallery and was a 

fundamental step towards sound art. The Fluxus movement was a significant player 

in the introduction of music and noise into the museum.   Historian Paul Hegarty 68

writes that “it is only really with Fluxus, in the late 1950s, that sound is tentatively 

staged in galleries…[Fluxus] was able to be radical precisely for performing in 

official art settings…”   !69

!
Founded by the Lithuanian artist, George Maciunas (1931 - 1978), Fluxus was a 

fluid movement. Like sound art now, Fluxus made use of an array of different 

disciplines: “much of the Fluxus corpus defied categorization along the lines of 

established artistic disciplines - music, performance and the written word often 

coalescing into hybrid forms, exchanging places, or fitting themselves into the 

cracks between existing media.”   The fundamental philosophy behind Fluxus was 70

that everything could be art and anyone could make it: “Fluxus artists sought to 

!  Bertoia, H. (1987) ‘Why is Sound Left outside?’ in: Kelly, C (ed.) (2011) Sound London: 67

Whitechapel Gallery. p. 28. 

!  Khan, D. (1993) “The Latest: Fluxus and Music” in: ibid. p. 28. 68

!  Hegarty, P. (2010) Noise/Music: a History. London and New York: Continuum. p. 169.69

!  Khan, D. (1993) “The Latest: Fluxus and Music” in Kelly, C. (ed.) (2011) Sound London: 70

Whitechapel Gallery. p. 28-41 



reorder the temples of production and reveal ‘the extraordinary that remains latent in 

the undisclosed ordinary’…”   As with Russolo, Schaeffer and Cage, noise proved to 71

be a key element of this: revving motorbikes, crying children and white noise were 

some of the sounds that the movement made use of. In this ‘reordering of the 

temples of production’ and as a part of their interest in “the inside-outside dilemma…

that had challenged the musical avant-garde from Russolo through to Cage”, Fluxus 

brought these disturbing sounds of the everyday into the gallery.  !72

!
Maciunas founded the AG gallery in 1960 with his friend and fellow Lithuanian, 

Almus Salcius.   By 1961 Maciunas had “transformed the gallery into a greenhouse 73

for 'the germination of Fluxus’”.   Although short lived (it remained open only until 74

July 1961), the AG gallery provided an official art setting in which Fluxus could 

display and build on their ideas. It housed performances that relied on sound as art. 

Many of these took the form of ‘happenings’ and were staged in the gallery. 

Happenings were a newly developed concept introduced by American artist, Allan 

Kaprow (1927 - 2006) in the late 1950s, early 1960s. They are a variation of 

performance art and can take on practically any form. Although often partially 

scripted with ‘event scores’ Fluxus happenings relied heavily on chance and noise.  75

These performances were attended by members of radical art movements including 

gallery owners who would later offer their own spaces to Fluxus. !

!
!  Danchev, A. “Fluxus Manifesto - an Introduction” in: Danchev, A. (ed.) (2011) 100 Artists’ 71

Manifestos: from the Furturists to the Stuckists. London: Penguin Books. p. 87. 

!  Khan, D (1993) “The Latest: Fluxus and Music” in Kelly, C (ed.) (2011) Sound London: 72

Whitechapel Gallery. pp. 28-41

!  Situated at 925 Madison Avenue, the AG gallery had originally been a space in which abstract art 73

and historic musical instruments were displayed and sold

!  Hendricks, J. (1988) Fluxus Codex. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. p. 2274

!  Hanhardt, J. G. (ed.) (1982) Nam June Paik, exhibition catalogue. New York: Whitney Museum 75

of American Art. 



!
Image 7!

Fluxus manifesto (1963)!!!
!
The movement managed to gather a group of loyal collectors and gallery owners 

who offered a different experience to that provided by large institutions. These 

spaces rejected the notion of separateness and elitism and instead promoted the 



closing of the gap between art and the everyday, and in turn the opening up of 

artistic practices. Two of the galleries that Fluxus performed in most frequently 

(outside of the AG gallery) were Galerie 22, owned by Jean-Pierre Wilhelm, and the 

Galerie Parnass in Wuppertal, Germany, owned by Rolf Jährling.   Galerie 22 76

opened in 1957 and for the three years that it remained open it was an arena for the 

avant-garde in music, poetry, and art; “Jean-Pierre Wilhelm proved to be a key 

pioneer with his focus on the field of intermedia…”   Wilhelm, who came from a 77

wealthy Jewish family of merchants, provided substantial financial support to Fluxus. 

He also networked on behalf of Manciunas, sourcing other venues and spreading 

enthusiasm for the movement. Galerie Parnass was founded by Jährling who 

provided similar support to Fluxus and other contemporary experimental art groups. 

These galleries pre-empted the opening up that the museum world would engage in 

in the next decade that facilitated the advent of sound art in the mainstream.  !78

!
There were also practical factors that contributed to the possibility of staging noise 

and sound in the gallery at this time. Hegarty highlights that recording and playback 

technology was beginning to become relatively affordable. In emphasizing the 

distinction between a classic music concert and an artwork that makes use of sound 

- and in the legacy of Schaeffer and his objets sonores - Fluxus used tape 

recorders. The use of tapes in performances and artworks was a logical step 

!  Berghaus, G. (2005) Avant-Garde Performance.  London: Palgrave Macmillan. p. 73.76

!  Williams, C. (2014) Living with Pop: A Reproduction of Capitalist Realism. [Online] Available 77

from: http://artistsspace.org/exhibitions/living-with-pop [Accessed: August 10th 2015]

!  Klar, A. (ed.) (2012) Fluxus at 50, exhibition catalogue. Berlin: Kerber Art. 12. 78



forwards from the work of Russolo and Schaeffer who had laid the foundations for 

non-musical, structured sound, and acousmatic sounds.   !79

!
Tape recording was a fundamental element of the ‘pre-Fluxus’ happening: Homage 

a Cage: Music for Tape Recorder and Piano, a gallery-based performance.  80

Conceived of and performed by Nam June Paik in 1959, Homage a Cage was a 

response to John Cage’s Music Walk (1958).   Amongst other slightly bizarre 81

motions, Paik made use of chance and noise through an alternative approach to a 

piano: he sawed through it with a kitchen knife. Paik employed a tape recording as 

the sonic background to these live actions: “the performance as a whole was backed 

with a tape collage of a type then being pioneered by Paik, built out of a mixed bag 

of classical and non-musical sound sources: Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, a 

German song, Rachmaninoff's Second Piano Concerto, a lottery announcement 

given over the phone, a news announcement of a foreign ministers’ conference held 

in Geneva about the reunification of Germany, and a recording of concrete sounds 

— such as a Japanese toy car, a prepared piano, sine waves, noise, and so on.”   82

This performance which was received by “never ending applause” took place in 

Galerie 22 , where Cage’s ‘Music Walk’ had been performed the year before.  !83

!
!  Schaeffer worked in a professional radio studio that gave him access to new and expensive 79

recording equipment, but this was a unique case. Recording technology improved significantly in 
the twenty years between Schaeffer’s noise studies and Fluxus, and the latter was able to make 
use of early tape technology in the 1950s and 1960s. See:  Hegarty, P (2010) Noise/Music: a 
History. London: Continuum. p. 169.

!  ‘Pre-Fluxus’ refers to the activities that occurred before the official formation of the Fluxus 80

movement, carried out by the to-be members in the spirit that was to define Fluxus. They are 
considered as Fluxus acts in hindsight. 

!  Music Walk consists of one or more performers using a piano, a radio, and auxiliary instruments 81

to follow Cage’s changing instructions

!  Nyman, M. (1982) ‘Nam June Paik: Composer’ in: Kelly, C (ed.) (2011) Sound London: 82

Whitechapel Gallery. pp. 171-176.

!  ibid. 83



!
!
!
Part II!
!
The Legacy of Modern Noise Experimentation 
in Sound Art in the Contemporary Gallery!
!
!!
I. The gallery embraces sound art!

!
The groundwork laid out by Russolo, Schaeffer, Cage and Fluxus - their 

experimentation with noise as a destabilizer of static spaces and fixed ideals — has 

allowed for sound as an autonomous medium to be installed within art galleries In 

the years following Fluxus’ sonic activities within the gallery the number of museums 

that exhibited sound works began to increase: in the 1970s there were twenty-one 

exhibitions that included sound pieces and by the next decade that number was at 

sixty-two.   In the 1980s it was not just “alternative spaces” and independent 84

galleries that were employing sound art, but large institutions.   !85

!
Many of the sound works exhibited continued the legacy of the use of noise by 

Russolo, Schaeffer, and Cage. The aim was to bring the inhabited world and its 

ever-changing soundscape into spaces reserved for contemplation and observation 

so that it would be considered as relevant to art and intellectual thought. The noises 

!  Neset, A. H. and London, B. (2013) Soundings: a Contemporary Score, exhibition catalogue. 84

New York: Museum of Modern Art.  

!  Barbara London refers to specific art spaces dubbed “alternative spaces” in New York, 85

Stockholm, London, Milan, Kobe, and Melbourne that displayed sound works and other avant-
garde art in the 1970s - ibid. p. 8



of machines and technological development remained key to this. An example of 

some of these sound works are Serbian performance artist, Marina Abramović’s 

Sound Space - War (1972) - a recording of machine gun fire played at high volume 

in a white corridor, that drew attention to the contrast between the utopian gallery 

space and the realities of war - displayed in the Museum of Contemporary Art in 

Belgrade, and San Francisco based Bill Fontana’s Sound Sculptures through the 

Golden Gate (1987) - a multi-point recording of the noises above, on, and below the 

Golden Gate bridge made in honour of the structure’s fiftieth anniversary - shown at 

the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.!

!
In his 1985 essay “Suppellex Vox”, artist Ken Gray discussed the growing 

sophistication of mechanical and electrical engineering technology, its sonic 

implications, and the importance of acknowledging it within art and the museum: 

“many artists fear technology…I do not understand how they can ignore it.”   Gray 86

highlighted the intention behind his own use of noise in the gallery with his 

Electrosculptures as: “I want people to leave my exhibition with a greater awareness 

of the potential of creativity in our increasingly more mechanized society. Scientists 

and technologists have held the reins long enough; I see it as an important role of 

the artist to humanize their prodigy….I am well pleased [to break] the bye-laws Do 

Not Touch and Quiet Please. These notices have conditioned the public into false 

behaviour patterns whilst in the art gallery…” Museums themselves began to 

encourage these new approaches, engaging in self-criticism. !

!
In response to the intense opposition that museums received in the early to mid-

twentieth century - including the writings of the Futurists and the art of Duchamp and 

Fluxus - a general shift towards inclusivity took place on the part of directors and 

!  Gray, K. “Supplex Vox” in Laycock, J (1985) A Noise in Your Eye. exhibition catalogue. Bristol: 86

Arnolfini Gallery. p. 38.



curators. It was in this context that sound works were being displayed. In speaking 

of this desire to create more inclusive museums the director of the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, Thomas Hoving, wrote: “an art museum today can neither afford to 

be, nor will it be, tolerated as a silent repository of great treasures…We intend to 

shake off the passivity that renders too many museums unresponsive and by 

default, irresponsible.”   Museums began to open up to the world outside. An early 87

example of this is the Centre Pompidou in Paris which opened in 1977 with the aim 

of providing Paris with a collection and exhibition programme motivated by “the 

concept of an art of the everyday…an art grounded in spontaneous creativity, the 

politics of the street, the working classes…”   The generally changing attitude of 88

museums allowed for art that didn't conform to the traditional canon to find its place 

within the gallery. !

!
Exhibitions that took sound as their main themes became increasingly common in 

mainstream galleries in the 1980s. These included: Für Augen und Ohren. Von der 

Pieluhr sum akustischen Environment. Ojekte. Installationene. Performances, put on 

by curator René Block at the Akademie der Künste in Berlin in 1980, the 1983 

exhibition Sound/Art at the Sculpture Centre in New York (where the term “sound 

art” was used for the first time), and A Noise in Your Eye: an International Exhibition 

of Sound Sculpture, organised by composer and researcher Jolyon Laycock in 1985 

at the Arnolfini in Bristol.   In Für Augen and Ohren the works of contemporary 89

artists that used noise including Laurie Anderson and Robert Watts were displayed 

alongside images and reconstructions of Russolo’s intonarumori and John Cage’s 

!  Hoving, T “Report of the Director”, Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 27 (October 1967): 55, 87

61) referenced in: McClellan, A. (2008) The Museum: From Boullée to Bilbao. Los Angeles: 
University of California Press.

!  DeRoo, R. J. (2006) The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic 88

Display in France After 1968. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. p. 168

!  Für Augen un Ohren travelled to the Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris in the same year 89

as Ecouter par les Yeux: Objets et Environments Sonores



prepared pianos, as a statement of their influence and continuing relevance in the 

field. !

!
Image 8!

!

Reconstruction of intonarumori by Fred K. Prieberg, 1977. Displayed at the 'Écouter par les 

yeux' exhibit, Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1980.!

!
Sound art exhibitions continued to multiply in numbers into the next decade and the 

artist often referred to as the first official sound artist (but never by himself), Max 

Neuhaus, states that by 1995 sound art had become “almost an art fad”.    Some of 90

the shows that are referenced as key sound art exhibitions of the new millennium 

include: Sonic Boom (2000) at the Hayward Gallery, Sonambiente Berlin 2006: 

Klang Kunst Sound Art (2006) in the Akademie der Künste in Berlin, and Soundings: 

a Contemporary Score (2012) in the Museum of Modern Art, New York. There were 

!  Neuhaus, M. (2000) in: Kelly, C. (ed.) (2011) Sound London: Whitechapel Gallery. p. 72. 90



128 sound art exhibitions in museums worldwide from 2000 to 2009.   In the context 91

of this “sonic turn”, David Toop states that: “if artists want to use sound, galleries are 

set up for it”.     !92 93

!
!
!
!
!
II. Sound: its nature and its effects on the gallery!

!
The introduction of sound into the gallery has introduced a new means by which to 

consider the space. This is because of the medium’s nature as different to traditional 

museum objects that are perceived visually.!

!
Sound is uncontainable. It can be cacophonous or hushed. Sound in its essence is a 

non-object, although when it is captured through recordings it can become an objet 

sonore. Sound is a time-based medium. It embodies us, and comes from us. In the 

context of the art gallery, sound provides unique opportunities to explore and 

challenge the exhibition space. It can activate static objects or draw attention to the 

sterility of an empty, white room. Of the use of sound in the gallery, Andrea Lissoni 

says: “[sound] provides two opportunities: the first one, which is made use of by 

many curators, is simply allowing the audience to encounter an empty space…The 

!  According to research by Seth Cluett of Princeton University referenced in: Dellany, E (2013) 91

“The Power of Sound as an Art Form”, The New York Times. [Online] Available from: http://
www.nytimes.com/2013/10/04/arts/international/The-Power-of-Sound-as-an-Art-Form.html?_r=0. 
[Accessed: August 20th 2015]

!  Jim Drobnick refers to the ‘sonic turn’ at the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the new 92

millennia as an increased theoretical interest in sound culture. Referenced in: Kelly, C. (2011) 
Sound. London: Whitechapel Gallery. p. 14

!  David Toop (July 2015) in an interview with the author.93



other one is the possibility for overlap which is exactly the opposite; being able to 

inhabit a space which is already occupied without necessarily providing a visual 

presence…without adding any other object, you could add another layer which 

would interact with the already existing one in a meaningful way.”  !94

!
Sound can travel down corridors and spill out onto the streets. It can also do the 

reverse and flow from the streets directly into the gallery space. This property of 

sound has been used by artists and curators at entrances to museums and in 

corridors to create a sonic ‘fade-in/fade out’ effect, blurring the physical boundaries 

of the gallery space. At the Sonic Boom exhibition for example, the artist’s group 

Greyworld, created an interactive sound installation that activated the two main, 

approaches to the Hayward gallery. Sensors were fitted in the stairs down from 

Waterloo Bridge and on the ramp up from the Festival Hall.   Stairway exploited 95

sound’s fluid nature to create a seamless merging of the art inside the Hayward and 

the world outside.!

!
“Sound is…extremely volatile…it’s hard to control.”   In its mutability sound goes 96

beyond the space inhabited by people, and into the people themselves: it happens 

in us, not to us.   Sonic vibrations reach beyond the ear to the rest of the body: “a 97

space ‘filled’ with…sound…heighten[s] a sense of corporeality, especially when the 

body is vibrated by amplified sound.”   In a loud environment, for example the 98

!  Head of international art at Tate Modern, Andrea Lissoni (July 2015). In an interview with the 94

author. 

!  See: “Stairway”, Greyworld Archives [Online] Available at: http://greyworld.org/archives. 95

[Accessed: June 12th 2015]

!  David Toop (July 2015) in an interview with the author96

!  Lewin, R. (2009). The (Dis)embodied Ear: Sight and Site in the Display of Sound Art. MA, 97

Courtauld Institute of Art. p. 11

!  Khan, D. (1993) 'The Latest: Fluxus and Music' in: Kelly, C. (2011) Sound. London: Whitechapel 98

Gallery. pp. 28-41.  



Notting Hill Carnival in London, sound can be processed independently of the ear: 

the sonic vibrations in the air can be perceived at a primary level by the entire body. 

The heavy bass played on the streets in Notting Hill travel into the stomach and 

through the bones.      The perception of images does not happen in the same way. 99 100

Light is the stuff of vision. Light is part of the electromagnetic spectrum which ranges 

from radio waves to gamma rays.   Objects that are perceived visually do not 101

embody the observer as light only penetrates as far as the retina, after which point it 

is translated down the optic nerve and then perceived by the brain. We cannot see 

something without the use of our eyes. !

!
Sound’s ability to inhabit the body is significant in the context of the gallery. The 

museum revolves around objects. It is a space in which sight dominates. In the 

words of the Italian critic and curator, Germano Celant, the museum is “… a vision-

centric territory” that relies on a frontal relationship with artworks.   According to 102

Swiss artist and writer, Salomé Voeglin, “vision, by its very nature assumes a 

distance from the object, which it receives in its monumentality. Seeing always 

happens in a meta-position, away from the seen…this distance enables a 

detachment and objectivity that presents itself as ‘truth’. Seeing is believing.”  103

!  The perception of sound through the bone is called “bone conduction”99

!   It is because of this property of sound that Le Corbusier had originally envisioned the Phillips 100

Pavilion for the Brussels Exposition in 1958 as a digestive system in which the visitor would enter 
through the mouth, travel to the stomach where they would be engulfed by sound, and exit through 
the rear. The final design for the pavilion was adapted from this by architect and assistant to Le 
Corbusier, Iannis Xenakis who created a building made of hyperbolic parabolic forms, determined 
by the continuous movement of the sound sequences in Metastasis. See: Young, R (2014) ‘So 
Rudely Forced: The Postwar Turn from Music to Sound’ in Celant, G. (2011) Art or Sound, 
exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. pp. 154-158

!  See: “What is Light? An overview of the properties of light”, Andor, Oxford Insturments [Online] 101

Accessible: http://www.andor.com/learning-academy/what-is-light-an-overview-of-the-properties-of-
light [Accessed: June 24th 2015]

!  Celant, G. (2014) Art or Sound. exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Pirelli. p. iv102

!  Voegelin, S. (2010) Listening to Noise and Silence: Towards a Philosophy of Sound Art. London 103

and New York: Continuum. p. xii. 



Sound commands a control over the visitor through its transcendence of this “meta-

position” and noise, as an aggressive form of sound, enhances this effect.!

!
Celant points out that sound facilitates “a circular rather than frontal relationship with 

the work[s]”.   Where there is a line of vision, there is no line of hearing. You cannot 104

turn away from it or indeed shut your ears to it. Noise exerts a level of control over 

the exhibition space. Whereas sound is fugitive, an object on a plinth - a vase for 

example - is static. To perceive this object through sight is to understand its distance 

from you, its dominant physical features, and the space that it occupies in the room. 

It is immediately possible to understand from seeing a vase in the gallery space 

what colour it is, how big it is in relation to the room and the other objects within that 

space, whether its surface is reflective or matt, whether it has a handle or not, etc. In 

gathering this information the visitor gains a level of control over the vase.   Jean 105

Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty spoke of the power of sight in their jointly 

founded journal Les Temps Modernes. In the article “Metaphysics and the Novel” 

they describe the power that man exerts over objects through their visual 

perception.   Sound, and specifically noise, does not allow for this dynamic 106

between visitor an artwork: “…noise is a question of power and domination” and is 

used by contemporary artists who play up to this property.  !107

!
!
!

!  Celant, G. (2014) Art or Sound. Milan: Fondazione Pirelli. p. v104

!  See: Storr, A. (1997) Music and the Mind. London: Harper Collins. pp. 1-3 for a discussion of  105

sight and drawing as a means by which pre-historic men and women would exert power over prey

!  Merlau-Ponty, M (1948) Sense and Non-Sense translated by Dreyfuss, H.L. and Dreyfus, P.A. in 106

1964. Illionois: Northwestern University Press

!  Keizer, G. (2010) The Unwanted Sound of Everything We Want. New York: Public Affairs.107



III. Contemporary approaches to noise in the gallery: emptying, 

layering, and dissolving!

!
The opportunities for using sound within the gallery space continue to provide fertile 

ground for contemporary artists and curators who are using noise to readdress old 

questions on the status of art and the gallery, as well as introducing new ones. !

!
Three recent exhibitions made use of sound art that employs noise, each with their 

own agenda and effect. Open Museum/Open City at the MAXXI exploited sound’s 

state as a non-object through presenting a museum void of its visual references (but 

full of sound) as a statement both on the traditional elitist gallery and on the more 

recent phenomenon of art as luxury goods. The Barbican in London made use of 

sound’s ability to exist on top of other works in layers in The Bride and the 

Bachelors: Duchamp with Cage, Cunningham, Rauschenberg and Johns 

(14.2-9.6.2013) as a commentary on the continuing relevance of the work of these 

artists and the methods that can be used to apply their ideas to contemporary 

noises, and the MARTa Herford museum in Germany (15.2-1.6.2014), uses with 

sound to dissolve physical barriers in their 2014 exhibition Booster: Kunst Sound 

Machine (Booster: Art Sound Machine), which experimented with the disturbing 

nature of sound as an assault on the human body and a medium to break through 

walls.   In each of these, the legacy of noise as art was accessed as a means by 108

which to question established set-ups and create an effect that is unusual to the 

modern gallery. !

!
!

!  The exhibition The Bride and the Bachelors had travelled to London from the Philadelphia 108

Museum of Art where Carlos Basualdo is the Keith L. and Katherine Sachs Curator of 
Contemporary Art (30.10 2012-21.1 2013) 



“The white cube is very often associated with a visual thing…we assume that 

the white cube is the white space that provides the perfect background for 

painting and sculpture…in principal the white cube is also [a]…sound-proof 

space, which shouldn’t be true. It should be considered in a different way…”   !109

!
In the 2014 exhibition Open Museum/Open City, Hou Hanru emptied the museum of 

its objects, filling it instead with sound works. The aim was to highlight the 

disjunction between the white gallery space and the everyday activities on the 

streets in an attempt to create “…closer connections between the events inside the 

museum and urban life outside”. Hanru criticizes modern museums stating that “…

new museums are designed to be closed shrines of expensive artworks, treated as 

luxurious commodities…”, a product of the attempt by museums to open up in the 

latter half of the twentieth century.      In emptying the museum of its contents, 110 111

Hanru aimed to liberate the MAXXI from “iconic design”.   Sound was used to 112

facilitate an experience of the MAXXI “…as something fluid and mobile” and urban 

noise in particular was accessed to emphasize the disjunction between the streets 

outside and the white gallery space.   Two artworks in the exhibition made use of 113

!  Andrea Lissoni (July 2015) in an interview with the author.109

!  Hanru, H. (ed.). (2014) Open Museum Open City, exhibition catalgoue. Rome: Mousse 110

Publishing.

!  One of the products of the opening up to the everyday that museums engaged in at the end of 111

the twentieth century was that they became part of the prevalent socio-economic structure at the 
time: capitalism. The Pompidou introduced turnstiles and elevators which meant that “…visitors 
[were] kept in constant motion and forced to consume…”, and shops and cafes began to appear 
throughout major institutions. Art institutions appropriated “…the protocols of business into their 
operations…”. See: Lampugnani, V. M. ‘Insight v Entertainment: Untimely Meditations on the 
Architecture of Twentieth-Century Museums’, in: Macdonald, S (ed.) (2006) A Companion to 
Museum Studies, and Girffiths , A. “Media Technology and Museum Display” in: Thorburn, D. and 
Jenkins, H. (eds.) (2003) Rethinking Media Change: The Aesthetics of Transition. Massachusetts: 
MIT Press

!  Hanru, H. (ed.) (2014) Open Museum Open City, exhibition catalogue. Rome: Mousse 112

Publishing.

!  Justin Bennett (July 2015) in an e-mail-conducted interview with the author. 113



noise: Justin Bennett’s Hyper Forum and Haroon Mirza’s External Binaural 

Envelope. Both of these exploited the option that Andrea Lissoni highlights as “…

simply allowing the audience to encounter empty space…”.!

!
Mirza’s work engaged in Hanru’s attempt to counter the ”….superficial opening up 

[of museums] to embrace big numbers” through an un-mediated opening up to the 

world that relied entirely on the combination of noise and chance.   External 114

Binaural Envelope consisted of a meta-physical hole in the wall created by the 

placement of two external microphones on each side of the gallery space. The result 

was a live streaming of the noises of the streets directly outside the MAXXI: “it was 

like the building had ears”.   The sounds picked up were played into the gallery 115

through two equally spaced speakers. These were the only objects in the room. The 

effect of this decision was that there was a distinct contrast between the constantly 

changing sounds of the urban city and the sterility of the white cube gallery format.!

!
Mirza manipulated the volume of the streaming: “the volume went from 0 to as loud 

as possible over a three minute period then abruptly cut to 0 again. At one point you 

hear the outdoor sound exactly how you would hear it but then it would get 

louder.”   The artist commented that this piece was “unusual” for him in that it was 116

less gestural and more a “critique[…] on the separation of the outside world and the 

inner sanctities of the museum gallery.”   Mirza created a real-time objet sonor that, 117

in a similar fashion to Schaeffer, he manipulated through an enhancement of its 

natural qualities. David Toop discusses the effects of the volume of noise 

recordings, using Dalston Junction in London as an example of an urban sample: “if 

!  Hanru, H. (ed.) (2014) Open Museum Open City, exhibition catalogue. Rome: Mousse 114

Publishing.

!  Haroon Mirza (August 2015) in an interview conducted via email with the author115
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you take an area like this, near Dalston Junction station,… very noisy, and you make 

a field recording of that …you could on the one hand play it very quietly 

aestheticizing it, turning it from noise pollution into something you could listen to in 

the same way that you listen to music, or you could play it colossally loudly and 

make it far more abrasive than it is out there …”   Mirza employed chance to 118

continue the legacy of critique on the protected gallery space, using the current 

sounds of the streets of Rome in a modern monument of twenty-first century art. !

!
Justin Bennett’s Hyper Forum engaged in a different interpretation of the theme. 

Like Mirza’s piece, Hyper Forum was shown with minimal visual references within a 

white and sterile gallery space, but where Mirza had allowed an unmediated 

entrance of live noises which he altered through their amplification, Bennett used an 

edited compilation of soundscapes, played at a natural volume. Bennett was aware 

of Hanru’s curatorial style and agenda, stating that he had considered these when 

conceiving the work: “visiting a Hou Hanru exhibition is often like entering a very 

busy street full of noise (in all senses of the word) and conflicting messages, and in 

Rome of course this was important to the overall concept of the show.”   The sonic 119

cube didn't use chance, but rather noise aestheticization and the creation of a 

‘space sonore’. This had the effect of a sensation of displacement through the use of 

“very realistic and possibly even be recognizable” noises from public spaces in 

Rome.   The emptiness of the white gallery, what Hanru refers to as the 120

contemporary shrine of luxury, experienced with the sound of the preserved 

noisiness of familiar spaces in the city  “…[brought] out the contrasts of the different 

places.”!

!
!  David Toop (July 2015) in an interview with the author118

!  Justin Bennett (July 2015) in an interview conducted via email with the author. 119
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Image 9!

!
Installation view of Justin Bennett’s Hyper Forum (2014) at the MAXXI, Rome.!!!

In direct contrast to the system employed by Hanru in Open Museum/Open City, 

The Bride and the Bachelors at the Barbican in London used the technique of 

layering sound on top of objects. Curator Carlos Basualdo chose to employ a 

contemporary artist as the miseur en scène for his 2013 exhibition. French 

multimedia artist Philippe Parreno took the role of activator of objects in the upper 

galleries of the Barbican. In choosing Parreno, Basualdo was facilitating his own 

vision for the exhibition: the revival through contemporary commentary of a historic 

moment in the history of art, music and dance. Essential characters in the mid 

twentieth-century’s questioning of the art gallery and the traditional concert hall were 

shown to be of continuing relevance in that they were not only presented for 

observation, but activated and re-interpreted using contemporary mediums and 



practices. One of these was the re-interpretation of Cage’s 4’33’’ which, as with 

External Binaural Envelope, was created through a live streaming of traffic. !

!
Parreno’s work relies upon the possibility to create layers. In the context of the 

Barbican and his take on 4’33’’, “the “soundscape”….slid[…] between [the works], 

overlapping, shifting the focus and redirecting our attention.” Parreno placed a 

microphone in the tunnel directly below the Barbican Centre and picked up on the 

noise of the vehicles passing by which he filtered directly into the gallery as a live 

stream. The work played to the notion of accepting all sounds as aesthetically 

interesting and the value of chance that Cage promoted in his original piece. The 

use of traffic rather than the sounds made by an audience meant that the work was 

“a charged reading” of Cage’s original.   The noise of cars crossing the space of the 121

exhibition became something which viewers became distracted by, even afraid of. In 

a description of the effect of the work, chief critic for the Guardian, Adrian Searle 

wrote: “now another sound, of traffic roaring through the gallery, fed live by Parreno 

from the road-tunnel under the Barbican… Suddenly, as the traffic churns invisibly 

through, everyone in the gallery stops…I duck as a motorbike careens past. Parreno 

is only amplifying what is already there, buried in the silence at the Barbican.”   !122

!
In creating an interpretation of Cage’s composition from sixty years ago which relies 

entirely on the absolute now Parreno demonstrates that 4’33’’ remains relevant. The 

emphasis on the contemporary is highlighted by Searle who wrote that Parreno’s 

piece was: “a visceral, emotional, and psychological relation to [4’33’’] which is very 

anti-art historical in a way - it’s about making things present now”.   Through 123

!  Adrian Searle in an interview with Philippe Parreno (February 2013). [Online] Available at: http://121

www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/video/2013/feb/15/philippe-parreno-barbican-video [Accessed: 
Jun12th 2015]
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layering contemporary urban noise over the works of some of the artists who 

inspired this practice, Parreno and Basualdo were able to encourage new and 

primal responses in the visitor and highlight the transcendent property both of noise 

and of the concept of challenging established norms.!

!
Noise as invasive of the gallery and the body was explored in Booster: Kunst Sound 

Machine, curated by artist Nik Nowak,. Booster was primarily interested in “sound as 

a means of shaping space”  . It accessed the sounds of machines used by 124

populations either on the street, in warfare, or in the clubbing scene. Noise was a 

fundamental element in the context of Nowak’s interest in pushing the limits of 

comfort within the museum space and drawing attention to the impact of noise on 

the body - its ability to break through the boundaries of our own private shells: “the 

exhibit…call[ed] the…listeners’ attention to the precarious role of one’s own 

body.”   It engaged in a reflection of noise “as an offensive gesture against the 125

human body” through the use of powerful, irrepressible sounds such as “barrel 

organs, ghetto blasters, pimped cars and sound trucks at parades and 

demonstrations, through to acoustic warfare”.   This attack on the visitor had an 126

effect on their comfort, becoming an invasion in public of their private selves. !

!
Dead Record Office (2013) by AUDiNT Collective used directional speakers and a 

subwoofer to “generate a disturbing world of sounds that oscillates between fiction 

and documentary”.   The work made both visual and sonic references to the 127

horrors and reality of war through a display of army vests and camouflage design, 

�  Nowak, N. and Herford, M. (2014) Booster: Kunst, Sound, Maschine, exhibition catalogue. 124

Berlin: Kerber Art. p. xi

�  ibid.125
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and an audio track of gun fire, exploding shells, and incomprehensible mutterings 

via radio-transmission.   Dead Record Office is described in the catalogue as an 128

example of how noise can be “uncomfortable or even painful”.   The distinction 129

between public and private was looked at also in terms of inside and outside the 

museum through a work by artist Tamara Grcic. !

!
Image 10!

AUDINT / Toby Heys & Steve Goodman, Dead Record Office (2013), Installation: 
Mixed Media MARTta Herford 2014!!

!
In a similar sentiment to the works chosen for Open Museum/Open City, Outside-

Here (2011) was selected by Nowak as a tool to dissolve the walls of the gallery. 

The work consisted of a parked caravan in the square just in front of the MARTta 

�  AUDiNT, short for “Audio Intelligence” is a collaborative, research team comprised of artists and 128

scholars Steve Goodman, Toby Heys and Jon Cohrs.

�  Nowak, N. and Herford, M. (2014) Booster: Kunst, Sound, Maschine, exhibition catalogue. 129

Berlin: Kerber Art



Herford museum. It played the sound of a ticking clock at an uncomfortably loud 

volume through the aid of loudspeakers which would travel from the square into the 

galleries. The catalogue refers to the piece as being chosen specifically to “raise[…] 

questions about the border between inside and outside, between private and public.”  

The work, situated in the space before the entrance of the museum existed 

simultaneously outside and within the gallery space. Like Parreno’s take on 4’33’’, 

Outside-Here was often disturbing to the gallery visitor, accustomed to museums 

facilitating a protected and undisturbed appreciation of art rather than intentionally 

introducing distractions. Whilst this particular work used of technology from the 

previous century (loudspeakers), the other sound pieces examined in this chapter 

made use of new technology in streaming and amplifying sound to attain the desired 

affects of volume control, discreet tools, and uncomfortably loud recordings.!

!
Image 11!

Tamara Grcic’s Outside-Here (2011) at the MARTa Herford Museum 2014!

!



!
!
IV. New technology in sound art and ‘noistalgia'!

!
Contemporary sound art inevitably derives from its history, but new technologies 

offer new possibilities. In the same way that the introduction of tape recordings was 

an important factor in the appearence of sound in the gallery, technology today 

presents new and unexplored areas in sound art. Some artists choose to exploit 

these new possibilities in a complete way whilst others prefer to combine them with 

the technology used by the previous century, each choice having an impact on the 

noises produced and their effects in the gallery. !

!
Barbara London refers to our current climate as being a “topsy-turvy moment of 

brisk technological change” with “innovation manifest[ing] itself in myriad ways” in 

which computers and digital play an increasingly important role.   Artists are now 130

able to use sensors, pressure pads, and voice activation to form images created 

directly from sound information as well as to allow sound to be triggered by 

movement.   Where the mechanical age inspired Russolo’s noise instruments, the 131

technological age stimulates interest in a different representation of noise.!

!
An example of a work which makes use of new technology to comment on the 

museum and contemporary culture is Aetheric Plexus (2009) by artist Marco 

Fusinato. Aetheric Plexus is made up of fifty-six lights and one powered speaker. 

The equipment chosen by Fusinato is of the same sophistication as that employed 

in large stadiums. The artist’s aim was to “take the equipment associated with 

�  Neset, A. H. and London, B. (2013) Soundings: a Contemporary Score, exhibition catalogue. 130

New York: Museum of Modern Art. p. 7.

�  “Sound Art” (2014) Tate. [Online] Available at: http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/131

glossary/s/sound-art [Accessed August 30th 2015]



contemporary spectacle (stage rigging, lighting and speakers…) and turn it directly 

on the audience, in an assault of 13,000 plus watts of white light and 105 decibels of 

white noise”.   Shown most recently at MOMA, New York, in its first major exhibition 132

of sound art, Soundings: a Contemporary Score (10.8- 3.11 2013), the result was a 

powerful and uncomfortable sensation caused by visual and sonic noise. !

!
Image 12!

Marco Fusinato, Aestheric Plexus (2009) at Soundings: a Contemporary Score, MoMA, New 

York (2013)!

!
The work relies on its presence in the white gallery. White noise and white light were 

chosen specifically by Fusinato to emphasize and reflect the effects of the modern 

gallery space. Justin Bennett speaks of the white cube format as having “hard, 

reflective…walls and ceilings” which Bennett states is “something that people 

�  105 decibels is just below the threshold of discomfort and pain on the decibels scale (see: 132

image 1)  



working with sound usually hate!”   Fusinato exploited these properties of the 133

modern gallery as a criticism of the idea of art as spectacle.   The movement of 134

visitors around the piece stimulated loud eruptions of white noise, reminiscent of an 

exploding bomb. The near dangerous levels of noise along with the simultaneous 

assault of bright, uncomfortable light on the visitor was used to “crush them into the 

gallery space…making them the spectacular object”.  !135

!
In contrast to Fusinato whose Aestheric Plexus relies entirely on contemporary tools, 

other artists using noise are employing new technology in combination with the 

mechanical systems of the twentieth century, aestheticizing and drawing attention to 

their sonic qualities as the original machines slip further into history. Contemporary 

French Canadian artists Nicholas Bernier and Martin Messier created the work La 

Chambre des Machines in 2010. This sound piece used the combination of 

mechanical technology of the previous century and more recent electronic systems 

to “blur the lines between analogue and electronic creation” and to introduce the 

visitor to “the interaction between mechanical and synthetic sonorities”.   Russolo’s 136

intonarumori were the direct inspiration for this work and the noise objects made by 

the French Canadian artists resemble both in form and in the quality of noise that 

they produce those made by the Italian Futurist. La Chambre des Machines 

produces the sounds of gears changing and mechanical cranks in motion as well as 

electronic sounds such as beeping, activated by the artists in performance. The 

work revives old systems through new means. !

!
�  Justin Bennett (July 2015) in an interview conducted via email with the author133

�  Critical theorist Guy Debord wrote about the beginnings of the society of the spectacle in his 134

book named after this phenomenon in 1967. See: Debord, G. (1967) The Society of the Spectacle

�  Neset, A. H. and London, B. (2013) Soundings: a Contemporary Score, exhibition catalogue. 135

New York: Museum of Modern Art. p. 32.

�  Celant, G. (2014) Art or Sound, exhibition catalogue. Milan: Fondazione Prada. p. 414136



!
!

Image 13!

Nicholas Bernier and Martin Messier performing La Chambre des Machines (2010)!

!
In Noise Matters Greg Hainge talks about the desire to access outdated technology 

as an act of nostalgia. He uses the example of the “noisy” type font “Mom’s 

Typewriter”, available on most computers, to illustrate his argument. Hainge speaks 

of the “filled in lower bowl of the ‘g’ and the too thick bowl of the ‘b’” as suggesting a 

physical effort with sonic implications (the banging of the type-bars against paper 

and the bell of the carriage return lever). Hainge writes:  “…it is easy to interpret the 

addition of such counterfeit noise to clean digital products as a nostalgic move that 

is tied up with a desire to return to a time when the world was less virtual, more 

concrete and real…”   !137

!
�  Hainge, G. (2013) Noise Matters: Toward and Ontology of Noise. London: Bloomsbury 137

Academic.p. 120



In todays’ computer age typing has become a near silent activity and digital 

technology in general has resulted in less noise. Hainge writes about the effect of 

the quieter environment of the technological age as stimulating “a sense of 

uncanniness or a-naturality…”   This eeriness that hushed digital machines can 138

evoke can stimulate ’noisetalgia’: the act of accessing the noises of the mechanical 

age in a romanticized way. Hainge refers to people who collect vinyl records as 

being a good example of this. In this case, the physical scratch of the needle on the 

grooves of the plastic disk are of as much importance to the collector as the record 

sleeve design and musical contents. Vinyls provide a physical alternative to new 

digital audio technology. Works like La Chambres des Machines, that was exhibited 

in the Fondazione Prada, Milan, in the Art or Sound exhibition (2014), are 

contributing to this “noistalgia” noted by Hainge through their glorification of 

Russolo’s noises of the machine in contemporary art whilst pieces like Fusinato’s 

appropriate the concept of noise as a destabilizer of the gallery through entirely new 

means.!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Conclusion: !

!
Introduced into the gallery more than half a century ago, noise remains a 

challenging medium. Although museums are now fully equipped to house sound-

based works, noise, by nature disruptive and potentially harmful, can still create 

uncomfortable and unfamiliar situations within the gallery. However, it can also act 

as a catalyst for change, activating spaces and objects. It can dissolve barriers 

between the exterior and the interior of the museum, bringing to light questions 

about the notion of art as separate from the everyday. !

!
Sound art was born of experimentation with noise in the early twentieth century 

when industrialization introduced a new acoustic environment produced by the 

machine. The avant-garde, that chose noise as its weapon against the elitism of 

‘civilizing’ spaces, separated sound from the concert hall and freed music from 

structure, laying the foundations for a sound-based art. Fluxus appropriated these 

techniques and used them in the gallery, creating what we now refer to as sound art. !

!
A number of curators welcome the use of noise in the gallery in the context of self-

questioning, staging exhibitions that specifically address issues raised by noise. 

Curators often work with contemporary artists who continue to employ noise in the 

legacy of Russolo, Schaeffer and Cage as an extension of the commentary on the 

museum as separate from the everyday, and as a way to introduce new challenges 

to the visitor. !

!
New technical knowledge has created new possibilities: noise is being amplified to 

higher volumes, controlled to levels of unprecedented precision, and can be 

programmed to be interactive. Whilst many artists make use of the latest 

technologies, some access the mechanized tools of the past in an act of ‘noistalgia’ 



stimulated by the notion that the quieter digital technology is less ‘real’. It may be 

that as the technological age continues to leap forward, the mechanized noises with 

which Russolo and Schaeffer experimented will be all the more challenging in an 

increasingly virtual world with the gallery as its stage.!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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