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Introduction 

On the turn of the new millennium art historian Rosalind Krauss famously claimed that 

contemporary art has entered a ―post-medium condition‖—one in which the boundaries 

between different media, like painting and sculpture, have been utterly blurred.
1
 Today, this 

already seems like old news. Greater boundaries are being swept away—the ones separating 

art itself from its neighboring fields. In this ―post-field condition,‖ to paraphrase Krauss, 

cinema,
2
 theater

3
 and dance,

4
 have gradually found their way into contemporary art and its 

institutions, an import that has been extensively discussed by scholars and culture critics in 

the past decade.
5
 Meanwhile, much less attention has been given to the growing integration of 

music into the halls of contemporary art.
6
 It is the aim of this thesis to contribute to this 

surprisingly thin corpus by focusing on a specific facet of this phenomena—the participatory 

one.  

                                                
1
 See Rosalind Krauss, ―A Voyage on the North See‖: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition (London: 

Thames & Hudson, 2000). The book is based on a 1999 Walter Neurath Memorial Lecture.  
2
 As part of the so-called ―cinematic turn‖ in contemporary art of the late 1990s, many artists began to explore 

the visual and narrative language of cinema, as well as its techniques, conventions and modes of presentation. 

For more on this, see, for instance, David Campany, ed., The Cinematic, Documents in Contemporary Art 

(London, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007); and Maeve Connolly, The place of Artists’ Cinema: Space, Site, 

Screen (Bristol, Chicago: Intellect, University of Chicago Press, 2009). Gene Youngblood‘s classic book 

Expanded Cinema (New York: P. Dutton, 1970) was one of the first texts to theorize the relation between 

cinema and video art. Recently, the museum of art has also become home to screenings of more traditional 

films, a phenomenon explored in the following book: Erika Balsom, ed., Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary 

Art (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press: 2013).   
3
 Theater has been frequently discussed not only in its more obvious relation to performance art, but also in its 

relation to participatory art. Theater and performance scholar Shannon Jackson has written on the co-influence 

of theater and contemporary visual art, noting how each field seeks to extract qualities that are not intrinsic to it 

from his ―neighboring‖ field, and so to expand its modes of operation and experience. This is one of the main 

subjects of her following book: Shannon Jackson, Social Works, Performing Arts, Supporting Publics (New 

York, London: Routledge, 2011).  
4
 An example of the integration of dance into the institutions of visual art in the last decade is the EU-supported 

initiative ―Dancing Museums.‖ As part of this programme, five European dance organizations collaborated with 

eight major art museums, including Le Louvre, Paris, The National Gallery, London, and Museum Boymans 

van Beuningen, Rotterdam, for a two-year programme exploring how dance can offer new ways of interacting 

with audiences in the art museum. For more on this project, see Dancing Museums, ―Dancing Museums: A New 

European Project,‖ announcement, April 2015, http://www.dancingmuseums.com/assets/joint-announcement-

april-2015-.pdf.  As part of its popular edited book series ―Documents in Contemporary art,‖ Whitechapel 

Gallery published in 2012 a volume dedicated to dance‘s influence on contemporary visual art, edited by the 

prominent dance scholar and critic André Lepecki. The volume examines ―[d]ance‘s galvanizing and 

transformative presence in art and theory over the last decade.‖ See André Lepecki, ed., Dance, Documents in 

Contemporary Art (London, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press: 2012). Another interesting essay, which explores the 

―choreographic turn‖ through the prism of the current performative economy, is Sven Lütticken‘s ―Dance 

Factory,‖ Mousse, no. 50 (2015): 90–103. 
5
 See notes 2, 3, 4.  

6
 As one of the artist whose works I discuss in this thesis, Ari Benjamin Meyers, wonders: ―Music finds itself in 

a special situation: film, video, and performance are now completely a part of contemporary art, and even dance 

is very integrated. Why not music?‖ See Ari Benjamin Meyers, ―How Music Becomes Magic in an Art Gallery: 

A Q&A with Artist and Composer Ari Benjamin Meyers,‖ by Hili Perlson, Artnet, July 10, 2017, 

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/ari-benjamin-meyers-interview-1015985. 

http://moussemagazine.it/issue.mm?lang=en
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While participatory music-based art projects have been exhibited in many prominent 

contemporary art institutions in recent years—as we will soon see—a comprehensive study of 

this ―musical turn‖ in participatory art has yet to be conducted, at least to my knowledge.
7
 

This research aims to take a first step in this direction, by analyzing, comparing and 

theorizing several participatory music-based projects from recent years, and by formulating 

some of the key questions and difficulties they pose. I hope this effort will be followed by 

other scholars, both from the fields of art history and musicology. 

To be clear, the participatory musical projects I discuss here have very little to do with 

sound art. While the latter is mainly concerned with the material qualities of sound or the 

aesthetic traits of musical compositions—treating sound ―as an object,‖ as artist Ari 

Benjamin Meyers puts it
8
—participatory artists usually use music as a form of mediation and 

communication, and explore its social qualities. Since the aesthetics—in the narrow sense of 

musical artistry—of music is usually secondary in such projects, they often involve non-

professionals rather than qualified musicians, and experiment with original collaborative 

ways of composing, playing, performing and disseminating music.  

Participatory art projects that use music as their main mode of expression and 

communication pose many intriguing questions: for instance, on the relation between 

contemporary art and music, on the nature of the contemporary art museum and the visitor‘s 

experience of it, on the possible futures of musical performances outside of traditional 

venues, etc. This study, however, will not try to answer these vast questions. Its focus 

remains more limited. It is not concerned with what music means for the exhibition space, 

nor with what the latter means for music. Rather, it is about examining how artist-run musical 

projects explore ―the social‖ by experimenting with music‘s unique social traits. To put it 

more precisely, it asks how the relations between artist and participants and between the 

participants themselves are shaped and represented in each project by music and its specific 

procedures. Hopefully, such an examination will provide us with preliminary tools for 

evaluating participatory music-based projects and their critical valence.  

                                                
7
 Some critics and art historians have, naturally, discussed specific participatory musical projects, but such 

contributions do not attempt to conceptualize this phenomenon at large. A recent attempt to compare two 

participatory musical projects from a broader, institutional, perspective is Steyn Bergs‘s ―Institutional 

Transpositions: Two Music Exhibitions and the Politics of Attention,‖ all-over, no. 15 (2019): 56–67, 

http://allover-magazin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AO_15_6-Bergs.pdf. 
8
 Meyers, ―How Music.‖ 
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Ties between visual art and music are, of course, nothing new—from the cross-

medium exchanges of Modernist movements like Impressionism and Futurism
9
 to the post-

Cagean aesthetics of Fluxus.
10

 However, these past interrelations can teach us very little 

about the contemporaneous projects I discuss and the kind of questions they pose. Therefore, 

instead of contextualizing these projects within such musico-artistic histories, I find it more 

productive to frame their analysis within the critical discourse regarding participatory art, 

where issues of communication and collectivity take center stage. The idea is not by any 

means to appreciate the quality of music from an aesthetic perspective, but always from a 

relational one. To ask what kind of social dynamics the musical interactions constitute, what 

ideals of collectivity and collaboration they foster, and what ideas of social identity are 

engendered in the processes of composing, rehearsing, performing and recording.  

While many participatory art projects, including projects involving music, take place 

outside of the art venues, this thesis will only discuss projects that operate within the 

traditional institutions of contemporary art—museums, art centers, commercial galleries, 

Biennale. This is not because gallery-based projects are radically and intrinsically different 

than, say, public art projects, but because limiting the discussion to these art spaces allows me 

to frame my discussion within a more or less distinct social matrix with its particular set of 

problems and histories. Within this more specific framework, I will be able to explore how 

participatory musical projects play with a known set of coordinates, and from there go on to 

deduce broader conclusions on the way music intervenes in ―the social‖ more generally.   

 My examination of the issue at stake will be based on extended readings of five case 

studies, all of which have taken place in the past few years. Structurally, the study is divided 

into two main parts, each focusing on seemingly opposite movements: from the institution 

outwards; and inwards into the institution. In the first part I will examine three projects in 

which music connects the artist and the institution to the ―outside world‖ and its actors. This 

part includes Xavier Veilhan‘s Studio Venezia (2017), Saâdane Afif‘s Paroles (2018) and Ari 

Benjamin Meyers‘s The name of this band is The Art (2016). The second part will focus on 

two project in which music is used as form of interrogating the art institution itself, its people, 

                                                
9
 For a comprehensive study of the place of music within the artistic ―isms‖ of the first half of the twentieth 

century, see Thomas H. Greer, ―Music and its Relation to Futurism, Cubism, Dadaism, and Surrealism: 1905 to 

1950‖ (PhD diss., North Texas State University, 1969).  
10

 For more on the influence of Cage and his aleatory aesthetics of music on the art world, see, for instance, Liz 

Kotz, ―Post-Cagean Aesthetics and the ‗Event‘ Score,‖ October 95 (2001): 54–89; and Anna Dezeuze, ―Origins 

of the Fluxus Score: From Indeterminacy to the ‗Do-lt-Yourself‘ Artwork,‖ Performance Research 7, no. 3 

(2002): 78–94. 
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its structures and its ideals. It will offer a reading of Peter Liversidge‘s The Bridge (Choral 

Piece for Tate Modern) (2016) and another work by Meyers, titled Songbook ES13 (2013). 

All of these projects develop over long periods of time through complex processes of 

communication and participation, much of which take place outside of the eyes of the 

audience. In this, they differ from earlier gallery-based participatory works which were 

associated in the late 1990s by curator Nicolas Bourriaud with what he termed ―relational 

art,‖ in which one usually finds a complete convergence of the category of the audience and 

the category of the participants.
11

 In the projects I discuss, in contrast, there is a clear division 

between the participants, who engage in a long exchange with the artist which often exceeds 

the duration of the exhibition, and the spectators, who mostly stay in the position of 

uninvolved onlookers.
12

 In addition, some of these projects also address a second-hand 

audience which gains access to the work only through a mediating object: a songbook or a 

recording, for example.
13

 

In all but one of the works I analyze—Liversidge‘s The Bridge is the exception—

there is not a single, privileged, point in time when the work is supposed to be experienced. 

Rather, these works evolve as a set of events and processes—some of which take place 

outside of the exhibition visitor‘s perception—which all contribute aggregately to the 

meaning of the project. These works, thus, can never be fully appreciated by a simple visit to 

the gallery, and this entails a difficulty in terms of evaluation. It calls for an appreciation 

which is not based—or at least, not only based—upon the odd gallery visit, but demands that 

we take into account the myriad stages and articulations of the project. Only through this 

birds-eye view can a fuller understanding of the project and its conceptual resonances be 

achieved.  

My readings of the works will not focus on the experiences of audience members, 

although it remains part of the analysis. Rather, I will focus on the relations generated 

                                                
11

 A common mistake is to confuse the term ―relational art,‖ which denotes a particular type of artistic practices, 

with ―relational aesthetics,‖ which is an approach for judging such work: an ―[a]esthetic theory consisting in 

judging artworks on the basis of the inter-human relations they represent, produce or prompt.‖ See Nicolas 

Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Paris: Les Presses du Réel, 2002), 

112–13. Both these terms were first coined and developed by Bourriaud in his curated exhibition Traffic (1996) 

at the CAPC Museum in Bordeaux, and later in his influential and controversial book Esthétique relationnelle 

(Dijon: Les Presses du Réel, 1998). For the translated version see above.   
12

 The spectator, as philosopher Jacques Rancière reminds us, is always involved—as an interpreter, a creator of 

meaning. But here I refer to concrete involvement in the actual coming-into-being of the work. See Jacques 

Rancière, ―The Emancipated Spectator,‖ Artforum 45, no. 7 (2007): 270–80. 
13

 Art historian Claire Bishop also notes that participatory projects require ―a mediating third term—an object, 

image, story, film, even a spectacle—that permits this experience to have a purchase on the public imaginary.‖ 

See Claire Bishop, ―Participation and Spectacle: Where Are We Now?‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged 

Art from 1991-2011, ed. Nato Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 

2012), 45.   
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between the different participating actors (artist included), as well as on the representation of 

these relations in mediated and unmediated forms. This approach is grounded in the generally 

accepted presupposition that in participatory art, the social relations generated between the 

participants (artist included) are a major part of the work‘s meaning.
14

 For this reason, the 

fact that I have only visited one of the five projects I discuss does not prevent me from 

offering a careful reading of the relevant projects from the position of a meta-

observer/listener, looking at and listening to the entire process—a position no ―concrete‖ 

spectator can have.  

It is paramount, however, that the five projects I discuss offer rich documentation in 

the form images, videos, recordings, musical scores, texts, and more.
15

 In some cases, I have 

elected to interview the artists and curators involved to gather further information on the 

different stages of the work. Even though most of the works I analyze have unfolded in 

established art institutions, there is hardly any academic literature about them. This must 

partly have to do with the fact that they are all rather recent, but can also point to the 

insufficient scholarly attention given to this type of musical practices. My interpretational 

dialogue, therefore, will be mainly with catalog texts and with reviews, articles and 

interviews from the press. Hopefully, this research will be followed by other scholarly 

contributions that will enrich this conversation further.  

Finally, my discussion of the works will be theoretically informed by two main fields 

of knowledge: the corpus of art criticism revolving around participatory art, and the 

philosophy and sociology of music (known as sociomusicology). The former will allow me to 

situate my analysis within a specific set of relational problems—pertaining to issues of 

collectivity, cooperation, community, relations of power, site-specificity, etc.—which have 

been developed since the mid-1990s in dialogs between art historians, critics and curators like 

Grant Kester, Claire Bishop, Nicolas Bourriaud, Miwon Kwon, Hal Foster and others. At the 

same time, concepts and insights borrowed from sociology and philosophy of music—as 

developed by thinkers like Alfred Schutz, Christopher Small, Jacques Attali and Adriana 

Cavarero—will provide me with theoretical tools to explore these relational problems from a 

music-specific perspective. In other words, to examine how music‘s special social qualities 

expand the toolkit of participatory art and open up new considerations for its evaluation. As 

my analysis focuses on works which operate within institutional contexts, I will occasionally 

                                                
14

 For more on this see p. 10–11.   
15

 Often, such documentations are treated as part of the work, as is usually the case with recordings and musical 

scores.  
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also draw from art history, and particularly the history of Institutional Critique, to historically 

contextualize some of the aesthetic strategies employed by these participatory artists. First, 

though, it will be necessary to explain more accurately what I mean by ―participatory art.‖ 

 

I. Participatory Art: Some Definitions 

Since the so-called ―social turn‖ of the 1990s in contemporary art,
16

 a plethora of terms 

designating collaborative artistic practices have emerged, including the more prevailing 

―social practice,‖ ―socially engaged art‖ and ―community-based art,‖ and others like ―social 

cooperation‖
17

 and ―dialogue-based public art,‖
18

 ―new genre public art,‖
19

 ―social 

aesthetics,‖
20

 ―context art,‖
21

 ―littoral art,‖
22

 ―dialogical art‖ or ―dialogical aesthetics,‖
23

 

―conversational art,‖
24

 ―relational art,‖
25

 ―connective aesthetics,‖
26

 ―socially turned art,‖
27

 and 

other less pervasive terms like ―art in the public interest,‖ ―experimental communities,‖ 

―social justice art,‖ and ―interventionist art.‖  

These terms cover a myriad of artistic practices, which differ quite significantly in 

terms of their motivations and modes of operation.
28

 However, all of them share one basic 

element: the work of art comes into being only through the participation of non-artists, a 

                                                
16

 This is how art historian Claire Bishop has termed the participatory tendency in contemporary art. See Claire 

Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London, New York: Verso, 2012), 

1. Curator Maria Lind has used a slightly different term—―collaborative turn‖—to designate the same trend. See 

Maria Lind, ―The Collaborative Turn,‖ in Taking the Matter into Common Hands: On Contemporary Art and 

Collaborative Practices, ed. Johanna Billing, Maria Lind, and Lars Nilson (London: Black Dog, 2007), 181–

204.  
17

 Tom Finkelpearl, What We Made: Conversations on Art and Social Cooperation (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2013), 357. 
18

 Tom Finkelpearl, Dialogues in Public Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press: 2001), X.  
19

 Suzanne Lacy, ed., Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (Seattle: Bay Press, 1994). 
20

 Lars Bang Larsen, ―Social Aesthetics: 11 Examples to Begin with, in the Light of Parallel History,‖ Afterall, 

no. 1 (1999): 76–87.  
21

 Peter Weibel, Kontextkunst: Kunst der 90er Jahre (Köln: DuMont Verlag, 1994(. 
22

 This is a term coined by artist and curator Bruce Barber. See Christine Ross, The Aesthetics of 

Disengagement: Contemporary Art and Depression (Minneapolis, MI: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 

138. 
23

 Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community + Communication in Modern Art (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 

London: University of California Press, 2004), esp. 51, 82–92.  
24

 Homi K. Bhabha, ―Conversational Art,‖ in Conversations at the Castle: Changing Audiences and 

Contemporary Art, eds. Mary Jane Jacob and Michael Brenson (Cambridge, MA, London: MIT Press, 1998), 

38–49. 
25

 Bourriaud, Esthétique relationnelle, esp. 121. See also note 11.  
26

 Suzi Gablik, ―Connective Aesthetics,‖ American Art 6, no. 2 (1992): 2–7.  
27

 Jen Harvie, Fair Play: Art, Performance and Neoliberalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 3.  
28

 For example, past projects associated with relational art have usually taken place in the gallery for a relatively 

short period of time with the participation of an art audience, and they rarely addressed a clear political issue. 

―Social practice‖ projects, on the other hand, usually consist of a collaboration between an artist and a 

disadvantaged community, which takes place outside the museum walls over longer periods of time, sometimes 

years, and they tend to deal with more topical issues of political or social nature.   
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process that is considered as part of the work of art.
29

 For this reason, I find the term  

―participatory art‖ useful as an umbrella term to discuss all of these varied practices.  

Nevertheless, I do not necessarily use this term in the same way other researchers do. 

For instance, in his very recent publication, community art researcher François Matarasso 

defines participatory art as ―a specific and historically-recent practice that connects 

professional and non-professional artists in an act of co-creation,‖
30

 a definition I find 

problematic since the participants in participatory projects usually do not consider 

themselves, nor are considered by others, as artists. A clear authorial distinction is almost 

always made between themselves and the artist. Curator Nato Thompson, one of the 

prominent figures in the participatory field, defines participatory art as ―art that requires some 

action on behalf of the viewer in order to complete the work,‖ a definition I find too broad, 

since it may include, for instance, interactive ―push-button‖ art, where the role of the 

spectator is limited to a simple mechanical gesture, and the interaction is produced between a 

spectator and an art object, not between different people.
31

 

Art historian Christian Kravagna offers a definition of participatory art practices 

which I find much more useful. He distinguishes participatory practices from two other forms 

of reciprocal artistic acts—interactive and collective acts. In interactive works, he explains, 

the viewer can influence the work, but ―usually in a momentary, reversible and repeatable 

manner—in the way it is manifested, but without fundamentally changing or co-determining 

its structure.‖ In collaborative works, on the other hand, the conception, production and 

implementation of the work is made ―by multiple people with no principle differentiation 

among them in terms of status.‖ Participatory art is situated between these two poles: there 

still exists a clear differentiation in terms of status between the artist and the non-artists, but 

the participation of the latter plays a major role in shaping the project: ―The artist turns over a 

substantial portion of the work to [the participants] either at the point of conception or in the 

                                                
29

 These ―non-artists‖ are usually non-professionals, but they could also be professionals from other cultural 

fields, including musicians, dancers or actors, as long as they are not regarded as co-authors of the final project. 

Works involving such professionals are referred to by Bishop as ―delegated performances.‖ See: Claire Bishop, 

―Delegated Performance: Outsourcing Authenticity,‖ October 140 (2012): 91–112. 
30

 François Matarasso, A Restless Art: How Participation Won, and Why It Matters (London: Calouste 

Gulbenkian Foundation, 2019), 19. In 1997, Matarasso published a report on the positive effects of participation 

in the arts on civil society, which had major influence on cultural policies in the UK. See François Matarasso, 

Use or Ornament? The Social Impact of Participation in the Arts (London: Comedia, 1997). For a short 

summary of the report‘s conclusions, see: Bishop, Artificial Hells, 14. 
31

 Nato Thompson, ―Living as Form,‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, ed. Nato 

Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012), 21. This definition also 

fails to make the distinction between viewer and participant which is so crucial to many types of participatory 

projects.  



12 
 

further course of the work,‖ as Kravagna puts it.
32

 The projects I discuss in this study 

subscribe to this definition. Finally, they should also be distinguished from ―community art‖ 

projects (and specifically, ―community music‖
33

)—works that, indeed, involve an artist and a 

group of non-artists, but are essentially charitable initiatives which do not perceive 

themselves, nor institutionally perceived, as operating within the field of contemporary art.
34 

With the growing presence of participatory projects in the world of art in recent years, 

the need for a critical examination of such practices has become increasingly urgent. 

Accordingly, the last decade has seen a surge in publications and symposiums that analyze, 

theorize, criticize and historicize participatory art.
35

 Typical art historical references of proto-

participatory practices include the Futurists‘ serata, the Dadaists‘ events in Cabaret Voltaire, 

the Situationists‘ dérive, the ―happenings‖ and ―environments‖ of the Fluxus, the ―events‖ of 

George Brecht, Joseph Beuys‘s ―social sculptures,‖ Mierle Laderman Ukeles‘s ―maintenance 

art,‖ and different early works which implicated their audiences by performance pioneers like 

Adrian Piper and Yoko Ono.
36

 

While such historicizations prove that participation in art is hardly new, participatory 

art as a more or less distinct artistic form has only started to emerge discursively in the 

middle of the 1990s.
37

 In the beginning of this millennium, participatory art still operated 

largely ―outside the international network of art galleries and museums, curators and 

                                                
32

 Moreover, whereas interactive works often engage an individual spectator, participatory projects usually 

involve groups of people. See Christian Kravagna, ―Working on the Community: Models of Participatory 

Practice,‖ trans. Aileen Derieg, republic art, 1998, http://republicart.net/disc/aap/kravagna01_en.pdf.  
33

 Examples of community music projects include England‘s Streetwise Opera, which arranges opera 

productions with the participation of homeless people; and More Music, which works with disadvantaged 

communities across the UK on musical productions.   
34

 Matarasso notes that unlike participatory art, community art is ―an older, rights-based practice that emerged in 

the cultural revolution that transformed Western society in the 1960s.‖ See Matarasso, Restless Art, 19. Paul De 

Bruyne and Pascal Gielen develop a broader concept of community art. See Paul de Bruyne and Pascal Gielen, 

eds., Community Art: The Politics of Trespassing (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2011). Claire Bishop gives an historical 

account of the community art movement, mainly in the UK. See Bishop, Artificial Hells, ch. 6.  
35

 A short list of such events can be found in: Izabel Galliera, Socially Engaged Art after Socialism: Art and 

Civil Society in Post Communist Europe (London, New York: I.B. Tauris, 2017), 22. In 2015, art historian Grant 

Kester founded the open-access academic journal Field, dedicated solely to ―socially engaged art‖ criticism. 

See: http://field-journal.com. 
36

 There are also oft-referenced theatrical precedents, most notably Augusto Boal‘s Theater of the Oppressed, 

which actively involved the audience in the performance. Apart from the writings of Shannon Jackson (cited 

above, see note 3), more on the link between theater and participatory art could be found in Sarah Hegenbart, 

―The Participatory Art Museum: Approached from a Philosophical Perspective,‖ Royal Institute of Philosophy 

Supplement 79 (2016): 337–8; and in Bishop, Artificial Hells, 122–26.  
37

 Artist Suzanne Lacy‘s edited book from 1994 was one of the first attempts to group such collaborative and 

community-based practices together and theorize them as a distinct form of art. See Lacy, Mapping the Terrain. 

Early exhibitions dealing with such projects include Sonsbeek 93 (Arnhem, Netherlands, 1993; curated by 

Valerie Smith), Project Unité (Firminy, France, 1993; curated by Yves Aupetitallot) and Culture in Action 

(Chicago, 1993; curated by Mary Jane Jacob).  
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collectors,‖ as Art historian Grant Kester wrote back in 2002.
38

 In the years to come, though, 

artists working with participation have moved from the periphery of the art world to its 

epicenter. Today, artists like Jeremy Deller, Phil Collins, Tania Bruguera, Thomas 

Hirschhorn and Santiago Sierra, among many others, are represented by successful 

commercial galleries and exhibited in large contemporary art venues and events. 

While the criteria for evaluating participatory works vary significantly from critic to 

critic,
39

 there seems to be a general agreement that one of the most important aspects of any 

participatory project is the specificities of the relationship produced between the participants 

and the artist as well as between the participants themselves. Unlike most works of 

performance art, the interactions between people in participatory art are part of the work and 

its logic. In such projects, as Kester notes, ―the process of participatory interaction itself is 

treated as a form of creative praxis.‖
40

 Thus, the appreciation of the social procedures of a 

given project are of aesthetic nature as well, in the sense that they are taken as part of the 

artistic lexicon.  

Owing to the fact that participatory art uses people as its medium, it holds a double 

ontological status: ―It is both an event in the world, and also at a remove from it,‖
41

 as Bishop 

puts it. It is in a constant oscillation between the real and the aesthetic, the concrete and the 

merely imaginary. The act of participation itself, thus, in these works, must be regarded as 

twofold: both symbolic and actual. And in its actuality, it always operates within the existing 

forms of participation in society at large. Thus, in our performative society, where 

                                                
38

 See Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (Berkeley, CA, 

Los Angeles, CA, London: University of California Press, 2004), 9. 
39

 Claire Bishop famously attacked two main trends in the evaluation of participatory art—the ethical and the 

ameliorative ones. The first tends to evaluate projects based on ethical precepts like the democratic level of the 

collaborative process, the renunciation of authoriality on the part of the artist and the elimination of any hint of 

exploitation of the participants; the second gauges projects on the basis of their success or failure in advancing 

concrete social goals. This criticism by Bishop is most comprehensively articulated in her highly influential 

essay-turned-book-chapter ―The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents.‖ See Bishop, Artificial Hells, 

ch. 1. A shorter version of this chapter was first published in Artforum 44, no. 6 (2006): 178–83. 
40

 See Grant H. Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context (Durham, 

NC, London: Duke University Press, 2011), 9. Tom Finkelpearl, the commissioner of the New York City 

Department of Cultural Affairs and a prominent persona in the field of participatory art, claims that in ―socially 

engaged art‖—his term for participatory practices which address social issues—―social interaction is at some 

level the art.‖ Quoted in Tate, ―Socially Engaged Practice,‖ https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/s/socially-

engaged-practice. 
41

 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 284. Curator Rudolf Frieling also insists that art and life ―have always been closely 

intertwined in this paradox,‖ and that for many participatory artists ―the paradox is precisely the driving force 

and pleasure principle behind much participatory art. Whatever happens, it will stand out as an artistic 

experience.‖ See Rudolf Frieling, ―Toward Participation in Art,‖ in The Art of Participation: 1950 to Now, 

exhibition catalog (New York, London: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Thames & Hudson, 2008), 34. 

Similarly, for artist Pablo Helguera, serving as the director of the educational programmes at MoMA, New 

York, ―Socially engaged art is a hybrid, multi-disciplinary activity that exists somewhere between art and non-

art, and its state may be permanently unresolved.‖ Pablo Helguera, Education for Socially Engaged Art: A 

Materials and Techniques Handbook (New York: Jorge Pinto, 2011), 8.  
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participation is increasingly ―becoming a frenzied euphemism for voluntary subordination 

and profit-oriented drive to self-enhancement,‖ as theater and performance scholar Sruti Bala 

notes, ―[p]articipatory forms in the arts must not be construed as abstract models with self-

governing aesthetic; they are not at one with themselves, but are burdened by the wider 

conjuncture of our times.‖
42

 

Taken as such, participatory art has the ability to reflect the prevaling modes of 

participation, but also to offer, by taking advantage of the relative freedom awarded to the 

sphere of art, new models of participation. In other words, by enacting different modes of 

being-together, of communicating, of taking-part, participatory art can make us reconsider the 

naturalness and neutrality of conventional forms of social interaction and to reimagine them 

anew. This potential is aptly described by performance scholar Shannon Jackson, who 

emphasizes the ―form‖ of the social: ―By reminding us that living is form,‖ she writes, ―these 

works remind us of the responsibility for creating and recreating the conditions of life. Form 

here is both socially urgent and a task for an aesthetic imaginary.‖
43

 

 

II. Music and the Social  

What, then, is unique about the way music shapes the ―form‖ of the social? Before we get to 

this question, it is important to first clarify what I mean when I speak of music and when I 

separate it from mere sound. Ethnomusicologist John Blacking‘s classic definition contends 

that music is essentially ―humanly organized sound.‖
44

 Economist and social theorist Jacques 

Attali has defined it in similar terms as the ―the organization of noise.‖
45

 The definition of 

philosopher and sociomusicologist Alfred Schutz adds to this equation the hermeneutic 

criterion of meaning. For him, music is ―a meaningful arrangement of tones in inner time.‖
46

 

However, the idea of music as organized sound is problematic—not only because it 

seems to exclude experimental aleatory musical pieces, like John Cage‘s 4’33‖ (1947/8), 

                                                
42

 Sruti Bala, The Gestures of Participatory Art (Manchester: Manchester University Press. 2018), 137, 140.  
43

 Shannon Jackson, ―Living Takes Many Forms,‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, ed. 

Nato Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012), 93, emphasis added.   
44

 John Blacking, How Musical is Man? (Seattle, London: University of Washington Press, 1973), 10.  
45

 Elsewhere, he defines it more precisely as the ―giving form to noise in accordance with changing syntactic 

structures.‖ See Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, MI, 

London: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 4, 10. Originally published in French in 1977.  
46

 Alfred Schutz, ―Making Music Together: A Study in Social Relationship,‖ Social Research 18, no. 1 (1951): 

88, emphasis added. Schutz admits that this definition, however, describes music only ―very roughly and 

tentatively.‖ See Ibid. 
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where the sound in completely unorganized and left to the random behavior of the audience,
47

 

or because such a definition may also pertain to human speech (organized sound, certainly), 

but even more crucially because an essentialist definition of any art form—as the lessons of 

the philosophy of art teach us—can never survive the changes of times and tastes.
48

 Art forms 

are better defined sociologically than ontologically or essentialistically.
49

 Accordingly, when 

I speak of music in this research, I simply refer to any activity that is socially regarded as 

music. I am grounded here in musicologist Franco Fabbri‘s more recent and revised definition 

of music as ―any activity with and around any kind of sounds, which a community has agreed 

to call as such.‖
50

 

What Fabbri‘s definition also stresses, we notice, is that music is an activity, not an 

object. This is an idea that has been expressed most convincingly in musicologist Christian 

Small‘s book Musicking, in which the latter claims that ―[m]usic is not a thing at all, but an 

activity, something that people do.‖
51

 By habitually objectifying music, Small claims, we 

abstract it and consequently lose grips with it.
52

 If music is actually an activity, then it is more 

appropriate to address it by a verb than a noun, and for this Small introduces the neologism 

―musicking‖ (or ―to music‖)—a term I will use throughout this study.  

                                                
47

 For Cage himself, music was defined by a certain intentionally, to use a Husserlian term, on the part of the 

listener, and not on the objective qualities of the sound. For him, thus, music could be every kind of sound 

―lived aesthetically‖ (meaning, in Kantian terms, as pleasing or displeasing depending on its formal qualities 

only). See Franco Fabbri, ―Music as a Form of Social Interrelation,‖ in Making Music, Making Society, eds. 

Josep Martí and Sara Revilla Gútiez (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2018), 41.  
48

 For instance, composer R. Murray Schafer notes that ―[t]o define music merely as sounds would have been 

unthinkable a few years ago, though today it is the more exclusive definitions that are proving unacceptable. 

Little by little throughout the twentieth century, all the conventional definitions of music have been exploded by 

the abundant activities of musicians themselves.‖ See R. Murray Schafer, ―The Soundscape,‖ in The Sound 

Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne (Abingdon, New York: Routledge, 2012), 97. 
49

 In the philosophy of art, this sociological way of defining art, which is largely accepted today, is called 

―conventionalist,‖ and the essentialist approach is deemed ―non-conventionalist.‖ Two philosophers who have 

made strong philosophical cases for the conventionalist stance are Arthur Danto and George Dickie. Danto was 

arguably the first to propose such a definition in his essay ―The Artworld,‖ The Journal of Philosophy 61, no. 19 

(1964): 571–84. He later expanded on the topic in his book The Transfiguration of the Commonplace 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983). Dickie‘s arguments were first formulated in his short article 

―Defining Art,‖ American Philosophical Quarterly 6, no. 3 (1969): 253–56; and then later in his book Art and 

the Aesthetic: An Institutional Analysis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1974).  
50

 Fabbri continues: ―It is not a task just for musicologists to decide what is and what is not music: their task is 

to study what human beings (even within very small communities) call ‗music.‘‖ See Fabbri, ―Music as a 

Form,‖ 42, emphasis in original. Fabbri‘s definition is a reworking of Gino Stefani‘s 1976 definition of music as 

―any activity with and around any kind of sounds,‖ taken from this following article: Gino Stefani, ―Musica 

come. Progettiantropologici (e didattici)‖ Nuovarivista musicale italiana: trimestrale di cultura e informazio ne 

musicale, no. 3 (1976): 407–13. See Fabbri, ―Music as a Form,‖ 41.  
51

 See Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening (Middletown CT: Wesleyan 

University Press, 1998), 2.  A similar position (if not yet a clear definition), privileging musical activities over 

musical results, was adopted back in the 1970s by Blacking, who wrote: ―[i]t is the activities of Man the Music 

Maker that are of more interest and consequence to humanity than the particular musical achievements of 

Western man.‖ See Blacking, How Musical, 4. 
52

 He writes: ―The apparent thing ‗music‘ is a figment, an abstraction of the action, whose reality vanishes as 

soon as we examine it at all closely.‖ See Small, Musicking, 2.  
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Small makes clear that this umbrella verb does not only pertain to the activities of 

playing or composing, but ―covers all participation in a musical performance, whether it takes 

place actively or passively.‖
53

 He elaborates:  

To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by 

performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material for 

performance (what is called composing), or by dancing. We might at times even 

extend its meaning to what the person is doing who takes the tickets at the door or the 

hefty men who shift the piano and the drums or the roadies who set up the instruments 

and carry out the sound checks or the cleaners who clean up after everyone else has 

gone. They, too, are all contributing to the nature of the event that is a musical 

performance.
54

 

It becomes apparent that for Small musicking is also socializing. That music, as he puts it, is 

―always about sociability as well,‖
55

 since it inherently entails a communication between two 

or more people, whether suspended (via a recording or a musical score) or direct: a 

communication between a recording artist and a listener, a performer and an audience, a 

composer and an interpreter practicing his piece, two musicians playing together, etc. 

For Small, this is not just an ontological claim, but also an hermeneutic one, since he 

maintains that the meaning of any musical event is always related to its social coordinates: 

We begin to see a musical performance as an encounter between human beings that 

takes place through the medium of sounds organized in specific ways. Like all human 

encounters, it takes place in a physical and a social setting, and those, too, have to be 

taken into account when we ask what meanings are being generated by a 

performance.
56

 

To put it more concisely: ―The act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening 

a set of relationships, and it is in those relationships that the meaning of the act lies.‖
57

 

                                                
53

 Small, Musicking, 9. This stands in stark opposition to Roland Barthes‘s claim that listening to and playing 

music are ―two totally different arts.‖ See Roland Barthes, ―Musica Practica,‖ in Image, Music, Text, trans. 

Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977), 149.  
54

 Small, Musicking, 9, emphasis in original.  
55

 Ibid., 13. Musicologist John Shepherd speaks in similar terms about the ―intrinsic sociality of music.‖ See 

John Shepherd, La musica come sapere sociale (Milan: Ricordi/Unicopli, 1988), 16. 
56

 Small, Musicking, 10. ―Performance‖ is meant here in the broadest since of any delivery of music, including 

recordings or lone rehearsals. 
57

 Small, Musicking, 13, emphasis added.  
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The most important lesson, thus, we learn from Small—and this is one of the 

fundamental presuppositions of this research—is that the social is never absent from music, 

and that the meaning music generates is always co-determined by this social dimension. 

Accordingly, when we analyze a musical act, like I will do throughout this study, we must 

never separate the aesthetics from its social conditions and implications. 

The conclusions we can draw from looking at the social factors that underpin any 

musical event, though, far exceed the realm of music alone. Social philosopher Alfred Schutz 

argues in his seminal essay ―Making Music Together‖
58

 that music is a paradigmatic case of a 

―mutual tuning-in relationship by which the ‗I‘ and the ‗Thou‘ are experienced by both 

participants as a ―We‖ in vivid presence.‖
59

 Thus, according to him, by analyzing it we may 

draw insights about how any ―We-ness‖ is generated, about what a social coming-together 

entails and how intersubjectivity and collectivity are formed.
60

   

Schutz‘s, however—as a phenomenologist writing in the 1950s—still held a 

universalist position which puts less attention on the cultural differences in the way we 

perceive and engage in music. Clearly, the way we understand and partake in any art form is 

always embedded in time- and location-specific social, institutional, economic, and cultural 

conditions and conventions. Therefore—to quote Small once again—we have to ask: ―What 

does it mean when this performance […] takes place at this time, in this place, with these 

participants?‖
61

 This is a question that will echo throughout this study, in which ―this place‖ 

will stand for the different institutions for the presentation of contemporary art.  

It will be important to keep in mind that the intrinsic sociability of music is also an 

intrinsic politicality. This is something Attali stresses in his approach to the analysis of 

music:   

Every code of music is rooted in the ideologies and technologies of its age, and at the 

same time produces them. Thus music localizes and specifies power, because it marks 

                                                
58

 This insightful essay discusses ―the particular character of all social interactions connected with the musical 

process.‖ See Alfred Schutz, ―Making Music,‖ 76–97.  
59

 Ibid., 79. Schutz maintains that as a far as the social aspect is concerned, there is no difference between the 

way musicians and laymen consume music (see ibid., 82), and also in the way they perform it: ―[T]here is in 

principle no difference between the performance of a modern orchestra or chorus and people sitting around a 

campfire and singings to the strumming of a guitar or a congregation singing hymns under the leadership of the 

organ‖ (see ibid., 96). In both, ―The social relationship is founded upon the partaking in common of different 

dimensions of time simultaneously lived through by the participants‖ (see ibid.). This ―sharing of time‖ will be 

further discussed in the next part of the thesis.   
60

 Schutz elaborates: ―[I]t can be hoped that a study of the social relationship connected with the musical process 

may lead to some insights valid for many other forms of social intercourse, perhaps even to an illumination of a 

certain structure of the social interaction as such that has not so far attracted from social scientists the attention 

is deserves.‖ See ibid., 76–7. 
61

 Small, Musicking, 10. The whole sentence is emphasized in the original.   
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and regiments the rare noises that cultures, in their normalization of behavior, see fit 

to authorize. Music accounts for them. It makes them audible. [This is what makes 

music a] highly illuminating foundation for social analysis.
62

 

Music, claims Attali, has a double role of both reflecting and producing ideology and a 

certain configuration of reality. Music is not just a ―mirror of reality,‖ as Marx saw it,
63

 but 

also a constructive power; a form of speculative postulation which allows us to imagine 

alternative modes of being together, to project a ―community to come.‖
64

 ―All music, any 

organization of sounds is then a tool for the creation or consolidation of a community,‖
65

 

Attali stresses. It is a ―prophetic‖
66

 form that ―heralds the arrival of new social relations.‖
67

 

Similarly, Small stresses how music can ―model, or stand as metaphor for, ideal relationships 

as the participants in the performance imagine them to be: relationships between person and 

person, between individual and society, between humanity and the natural world and even 

perhaps the supernatural world.‖
68

  

Precisely this power of music to both reflect the social conditions and expand our 

social imagination can be explored in experimental and innovative ways by participatory 

art—an art form that uses people and the relations between them as its medium, treating 

―living as form.‖
69

 By eliminating aesthetic criteria of quality and focusing precisely on the 

interactions music fosters, participatory art, as we will see in the following chapters, is aptly 

suited for exploring the social potentials of music.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
62

 Attali, Noise, 20. For Attali, like for Small and Schutz, music is ―a mode of social expression, […] a mode of 

communication between man and his environment.‖ See ibid., 9. 
63

 Quoted in ibid., 6. 
64

 I borrow this term from Rancière. See Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the 

Sensible, trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London, New York: Continuum, 2004), 30. 
65

 Attali, Noise, 6.  
66

 Ibid., 19.  
67

 Ibid., 20.  
68

 Small, Musicking, 13.  
69

 This was the title of a major exhibition and a subsequent book covering 20 years of ―socially-engaged art.‖ 

See Nato Thompson, ed., Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, exhibition catalog (New York, 

Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012).  
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First Part: The Gallery as Music Studio  

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

(Repeat) 

                                               (Tom Morton, Saâdane Afif, Paroles [Songbook], 2018) 

The first part of this thesis looks at three works which have taken place in three different 

institutional settings in the last few years: Xavier Veilhan‘s Studio Venezia, staged at the 

Venice Biennale 2017; Saâdane Afif‘s Studio Paroles, made for his exhibition at Wiels 

contemporary art center in Brussels (Paroles, 2018); and Ari Benjamin Meyers‘s project The 

name of this band is The Art, which took place at RaebervonStenglin Gallery in Zurich  

in 2016.  

At the core of these projects lies the modification of the exhibition space from a place 

of presentation to one of production. While such a redirection of aesthetic focus from 

outcomes to processes is nothing new in the world of art—it has been a pillar of twentieth-

century art, from the classical avant-garde
70

 to the post-minimalists
71

—the particular 

application of musical processes, we will see, offers new and inventive ways to engage with 

participants in the context of an art exhibition, as well as to expand the spatial and temporal 

boundaries of the exhibition format. In all three project the exhibition space turns into a 

music studio, and an intriguing role reversal consequently takes place: the music studio—

                                                
70

 Early avant-garde groups, including the Surrealists, Futurists and Dadaists (and later, in the post-war avant-

garde, Jackson Pollock, for instance) were the first to emphasize the procedures of creation. For a short 

summary of these groups‘ approach to process, see Katja Kwastek, Aesthetics of Interaction in Digital Art 

(Cambridge, MA, London: MIT Press, 2013), 10.  
71

 Robert Morris‘s seminal text from 1968, ―Anti-Form,‖ rejected the rigid forms and preconceived schematic 

ordering systems of the Minimalists, which rendered the process of creation invisible. Instead, he advocated for 

artworks that demonstrate their own coming into being, and thus banish art‘s seemingly timeless and fixed 

appearance, associated by Morris with commodification and mystification. See Robert Morris, ―Anti-Form,‖ 

Artforum 6, no. 4 (1968): 33–35. 
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known as a secluded, intimate place, allergic to outsiders
72

—is actually used as a tool to open 

up the exhibition space—a site usually associated with publicness and visibility.  

What kind of social networks are, thus, constituted in these projects through the 

various acts of musical exchange? What ideas of place, time and communication are 

developed? What types of power dynamics are produced and for what purposes? These are 

some of the main questions I will address in this part of the thesis. We will see how some of 

the democratic notions associated with music (popularity, easy dissemination, universal 

language, etc.) can end up contributing to the consolidation of problematic values and ideas, 

while some of its hierarchical structures (the producer-musician relationship, the authoriality 

of the composer, the confinements of the musical score, etc.) can be effectively employed to 

produce critical social insights.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
72

 Paul McCartney once noted that it was when Yoko Ono began to ―intrude‖ the Beatles‘ studio that the social 

dynamics inside the band started to fall apart. The Howard Stern Show, ―Paul McCartney on Who Broke Up the 

Beatles,‖ YouTube video, 3:56, September 7, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=azq8ud8oiLY. 
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1. Xavier Veilhan’s Studio Venezia 
 

I. The Fetishized Recording Studio 

For his project for the French pavilion at the Venice Biennale 2017, titled Studio Venezia, 

French artist Xavier Veilhan turned the entire pavilion into a recording studio, fully equipped 

with state of the art musical instruments and recording equipment. The studio, though, was at 

the same time a meticulously crafted total sculptural installation [fig. 1]. An abundance of 

voluminous angular wooden shapes in different sizes and forms covered the walls and ceiling 

to create a grotto-like space, which seemed to monumentalize the aesthetics of old-school 

wooden recording studios from the 1970s.
73

 Alongside the two main recording spaces, which 

were open to the general public, a confined, inaccessible, glass-walled control room was 

activated by two sound engineers (Tibo Javoy and Clement Roussel).  

Musicians from all over the world were invited to exploit the state-of-the art facilities 

of Studio Venezia to record whatever they wished—an album, a track, a jam session—and to 

leave with what they produced. Veilhan‘s role was limited to that of a host. He moved his 

office into the pavilion for the duration of the exhibition and welcomed the incoming 

musicians, but gave them no suggestions of what to record.
74

 The participants also kept the 

rights for their outcomes, just like in any other recording studio.
75

 Programming was 

undertaken as a collective endeavor, with the artist, the project‘s curators Christian Marclay 

and Lionel Bovier, and other associate institutions,
76

 sharing the responsibility for inviting 

musicians from various domains—from Arab to electronic to classical music.
77

 The plan was 

to make this space into a ―living space‖ for musical collaborations for the seven months of 

                                                
73

 According to the artist, the installation was influenced by Kurt Schwitters‘s Merzbau, a famous total 

installation the German artist built in his house in Hannover during the 1920s and 1930s, which was destroyed 

in World War II. The preliminary title of the project was ―The Musical Merzbau.‖ See: BiennaleChannel, 

―Biennale Arte 2017—France,‖ YouTube video, 4:00, June 3, 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7c3PI4f8hx0&list=PLAKFdAq3UGFNOIagNr46piWn49dYLeJe5. For 

more on Merzbau, see Elizabeth Burns, Kurt Schwitters’ Merzbau: The Cathedral of Erotic Misery (New York: 

Princeton Architectural Press, 2000).  
74

 Alongside the recording spaces, there was a closed ―green room,‖ where the artist‘s office was, where 

musicians could come to rest and where the instrument were stored as well. See VernissageTV, ―Xavier 

Veilhan: Studio Venezia / French Pavilion, Venice Art Biennale 2017,‖ YouTube video, 12:23, May 18, 2017, 

https://youtu.be/ZRdMPESAJgs. 
75

 Some of the participants later released the recordings, like the electronic musician Joakim who released an 

album titled The Studio Venezia Sessions. Other releases could be found on the respective online platforms of 

some of the participating musicians. The website assembling all the different recordings is no longer accessible, 

but a YouTube playlist gathering almost one hundred sessions is available: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7c3PI4f8hx0&list=PLAKFdAq3UGFNOIagNr46piWn49dYLeJe5. 
76

 For example, the French Académie de l‗Opéra, Lieu Unique and MORE festival. 
77

 In the final count, over one hundred musicians took part in the project. 
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the exhibition. For many visitors, though, it remained a ―dead‖ installation, since in many 

hours of the day nothing was being recorded inside.
78

  

 
Fig. 1. Xavier Veilhan, Studio Venezia, 2017 

 
Fig. 2. Xavier Veilhan, Studio Venezia, 2017. Electronic musician Chloé at a recording session 

                                                
78

 Only one person of the dozen that I have talked with managed to catch a recording session while visiting the 

pavilion.   
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Other artists working within the participatory realm, like Johanna Billing and the duo 

Tellervo Kalleinen and Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen, have used music as a way to form a global 

network of musicians—either by inviting people from across the globe to cover the same 

American country song, or by inviting amateur choirs from different countries to sing-out 

their mundane complaints and to document the results.
79

 Differently, though, the global 

network formed in Studio Venezia was not connected by a common composition or a 

conceptual theme, but via a technological apparatus—the exquisite recording studio.
80

  

The main mission, for the artist, was to create a ―perfect recording space with a great 

sound equipment,‖ as the co-curator explained.
81

 An extraordinary variety of instruments was 

flown in (from medieval horns to retro synthesizers), an acoustician (Pierre Hugonnet) 

perfected the acoustic qualities of the two recordings spaces and gave each one its own 

color,
82

 and a state-of-the-art recording console was borrowed from the famous music 

producer Nigel Godrich (who has worked with Radiohead and Beck, among others).
83

 The 

space was, thus, turned into a ―dream studio,‖
84

 as Veilhan called it—an ―amazing creative 

playground for the adventurous musician.‖
85

 And, indeed, it managed to attract some big 

                                                
79

 In the project You Don’t Love Me Yet (2002–2017), by Johanna Billing, hundreds of musicians from 27 cities 

across the globe arranged concerts were they covered the same (eponymously titled) song by Texan singer-

songwriter Roky Erickson. For more on these projects, see Johanna Billing, ―You Don‘t Love Me Yer (Tour),‖ 

Johannabilling.com, http://johannabilling.com/you-dont-love-me-yet-2002-2013-live-tour.Complaints Choir 

(2005–2010), by artists Tellervo Kalleinen and Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen, invited amateur choirs from all over 

the world to compose and sing their mundane complaints. The following website collects all the information 

about the project: http://www.complaintschoir.org.  
80

 Veilhan explains that it was mostly the unique sound features that attracted the participants. BiennaleChannel, 

―Biennale Arte 2017—France.‖ 
81

 When construction was done, Marclay testified that ―the result has been perfect. The sound is beautiful.‖ For 

both quotes see Xavier Veilhan and Christian Marclay, interview by Selina Ting, Cobo, July 18, 2017, 

https://www.cobosocial.com/dossiers/xavier-veilhan-christian-marclay-on-studio-venezia. Marclay himself is 

the author of a famous participatory work involving music, titled Ephemera (2009). In this work, the artist 

gathered many different musical scores from advertisements, illustrations, menus, candy wrappings, etc. These 

were then photographed and made into a new musical score titled Ephemera, which was then given to 

professional musician to perform. 
82

 One room had more of a muffled sound and the other more resonant. Part of the idea was to activate the 

architecture via sound.  Xavier Veilhan, Christian Marclay and Lionel Bovier, ―A Conversation‖ in Studio 

Venezia, no.1 (2017), exhibition publication (newspaper), 17. During the exhibition, three such ―newspapers‖ 

were published instead of a catalog.  
83

 It was the same console with which he recorded Radiohead‘s album In Rainbows. See Simon Duff, ―Behind 

the scenes at the French Pavilion studio installation at Venice Art Biennale 2017,‖ PSN Europe, January 4, 

2018, https://www.psneurope.com/installation/venice-art-biennale-xavier-veilhan-recording-studio. This article 

also provides further information about the acoustic arrangement of the space.  
84

 Ibid.   
85

 This is how the electronic musician Joakim saw this studio. See: Joakim, ―The Studio Venezia Sessions,‖ 

deejay.de, https://www.deejay.de/Joakim_The_Studio_Venezia_Sessions_VF293_Vinyl__321960. 

http://www.tellervo.net/
http://www.tellervo.net/
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names, like the legendary composer and producer Brian Eno, the electronic musicians 

Sebastien Tellier and Chloé [fig. 2] and Sonic Youth‘s lead singer Thurston Moore.86    

As for the audience, the idea was to offer them a glimpse into the processes of high-

end music-making which normally stay hidden from the public,
87

 in the hope that visitors 

shares the artist‘s own ―fascination for the studio, for its hidden dimension and for what 

happens inside a space where things originate.‖
88

 The artist, thus, did not offer any substantial 

framework for the kind of music recorded, the kind of musicians invited,
89

 or the kind of 

processes employed, nor did he conceive a particular conceptual impetus for the project as a 

whole. Instead, he deemed—too simplistically—the sheer opportunity to witness top-notch 

music-making as enough in itself. The idea was simply that ―[y]ou‘re witnessing music in the 

making.‖
90

 Any music, as long as it is of good quality.  

What we can trace here is a deep, multilayered, attraction towards the recording 

studio and its procedures, driven by several factors: its array of technological possibilities, its 

quality of sound, its unique aesthetics, and its ―hidden dimensions‖ as a place of origination 

and creation. This complex fascination with this apparatus corresponds with what 

musicologist Louise Meintjes has called ―the fetishized recording studio,‖ described by him 

in the following terms:   

The lure of the studio, like that of the fetish, lies in the coupling of the promise of the 

revelation of its secrets with the knowledge of their infinite unknowability. Within the 

material body of the studio and of the bodies within it—its technology, its artists, and 

its sound—there is a wealth of ever-discoverable pathways. The boundaries of the 

creative possibilities in the studio are unfixed, unknown, and unending. There is 

                                                
86

 Brian Eno recorded with Darla Eno, Tamsin Wates and Francesco Benvenuti in November; Sébastien Tellier 

recorded with Varnish la Piscine and Philippe Zdar in November as well; Thurston Moore recorded with 

Radieux Radio in August; Chloé recorded with Vassilena Serafimova in July. 
87

 As the artist explained, ―In the digital age I want to show the very moment where the music is fabricated and 

appearing in front of the audience.‖ See Veilhan, Marclay, interview by Ting. For co-curator Christian Marclay, 

as well, the main idea was that ―the audience witnesses this moment of creative process.‖ Artsy, ―Inside the 

Biennale in 360° | Ep. 2: Studio Venezia,‖ YouTube video, 2:58, May 24, 2017,   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HcUYpW7q3Dc&list=PLAKFdAq3UGFNOIagNr46piWn49dYLeJe5&ind

ex=2.  
88

  Veilhan et al., ―Conversation,‖ 17. Veilhan‘s fascination with the recording studio goes back to the 1980s, 

when he created a work called The Studio for Andréhn-Schiptjenko gallery in Stockholm. However, in that 

work, and in other works by him which involve music, like The Producers (2015), Veilhan only engaged music 

by representational tools.  
89

 Except for a very general shared interest in the ―qualities of sound‖ and a certain status as esteemed 

musicians. See VernissageTV, ―Xavier Veilhan.‖ 
90

 See Veilhan and Marclay, interview by Ting.  
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always another possible way to change the sound. This is both a physical and 

metaphysical condition.
91

 

Studio Venezia is precisely embedded in this fetish. The work replaces the Adornian 

―fetishized character of music,‖ with the fetishized character of quality music production.
92

 

And as always with fetishes, it lacks any sort of criticality. The artist is a self-proclaimed 

music-fan and he stresses the importance of retaining this ―love relation‖ with music, which 

allows him to simply enjoy it.
93

 Instead, thus, of using the art context to challenge the 

motives of quality and ―perfect sound,‖ the work merely replicates them. What are the 

dangers of glorifying state-of-the-art technology in our technophile age? What does the 

favoring of the mediated over the live, of recording over presence, means in a growingly 

mediated society? Who gains access to the facilities of Studio Venezia and on what grounds? 

These are some of the important questions left unasked, as the project revolves around a 

naïve and overly simplistic belief in the inherent power of (quality) music to offer an 

impactful experience to the audience.
94

 The studio is, thus, physically opened-up, but 

conceptually stays entirely intact. Music‘s conventions and procedures are not questioned, 

but instead glorified.    

 

II. The Ex-Territorial Site  

Another aspect of the idealization of musical production in this project is its romantization of 

the collaborative qualities of music. While both the visual artist and the musician use a 

studio, the difference, according to curator Christian Marclay, is that the latter is ―rarely alone 

in the ‗studio‘ as is the visual artist.‖
95

 The recording studio, thus, according to the artist, 

offers a way out of art‘s solipsism:
96

 it offers a ―space that fosters encounters‖
97

 and 

                                                
91

 Louise Meintjes, ―The Recording Studio as Fetish,‖ in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne 

(Abingdon, New York: Routledge, 2012), 278. 
92

 See Theodor W. Adorno, ―On the Fetish Character of Music and the Regression of Listening,‖ in The Culture 

Industry, Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J.M. Bernstein (London, New York: Routledge, 1991), 29–60.  
93

 See VernissageTV, ―Xavier Veilhan.‖ 
94

 Veilhan stresses that ―music has so much more impact than the images.‖ See Veilhan and Marclay, interview 

by Ting. Elsewhere he explains that music ―can move you physically‖ much more than visual art, and thus can 

be brought-in to ―activate this part of art that is very physical.‖ See BiennaleChannel, ―Biennale Arte 2017—

France.‖  
95

 Veilhan et al., ―Conversation,‖ 18.  
96

 As the curatorial text explains: ―Teamwork is one of the central pillars of Xavier Veilhan‘s studio, and he has 

always expressed his desire for collaboration, in contrast to the figure of the ‗lone creator.‘ See ―Xavier 

Veilhan‘s Musical Pavilion,‖ in Studio Venezia, no. 1 (2017), exhibition publication (newspaper), 13. 
97

 Veilan et. al., ―Conversation,‖ 17.  
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―shape[s] a community.‖
98

 As Emma Levigne puts it, Veilhan ―opens up the pavilion to let 

the external world come to him.‖
99

 But what exactly is this ―external world‖ that is brought 

into the pavilion, and what ideals does its introduction presuppose and invoke? What kind of 

community exactly is shaped here by music? If in participatory art the ―social interaction is at 

some level the art,‖ as art commissioner Tom Finkelpearl notes,
 
then we must examine these 

questions.
100

  

Famously, Claire Bishop criticized in the 1990s the way participatory projects 

associated with relational art foster convivial and harmonious social interactions between 

groups of selected few; temporary ―microtopias‖ in the gallery space which serve to cover up 

the antagonistic nature of society.
101

 Studio Venezia maintains a similar agenda. In the 

pathos-fueled words of co-curator Bovier, the project fulfills no less than ―the dream of an 

artist who imagines a moment of conviviality and hospitality for a group of creators.‖
102

 

Even more troublesome, though, is the way the mechanisms of this project replicate 

the problematic geo-cultural mechanisms that dominate its institutional and locational 

contexts—the Biennale and the city of Venice. Studio Venezia functions as an ex-territory, a 

neutral base for a global network of musicians, for a ―world community‖ of professionals. 

While some of the sessions were booked for Venetian musicians
103

 and Veilhan insisted that 

―the local anchoring of the project is very important,‖
104

 the large majority of participants 

came from other corners of the world, and the fact that the studio was installed in Venice was 

inconsequential to its processes and outcomes. In her important book on site-specificity, art 

historian Miwon Kwon notes how ―[t]he intensifying conditions of spatial indifferentiation 

and departicularization—that is, the increasing instances of locational unspecificity—are seen 

to exacerbate the sense of alienation.‖
105

 It is exactly this alienating deterritorialization that is 

                                                
98

 See Lionel Bovier, ―Questions to Lionel Bovier,‖ in Studio Venezia, no. 1 (2017), exhibition publication 

(newspaper), 15.  
99

 Emma Levigne, ―Studio Mundi,‖ in Studio Venezia, no. 3 (2017), exhibition publication (newspaper), 18.  
100

 See note 40.  
101

 Her critique is presented in Claire Bishop, ―Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,‖ October 110 (2004): 51–

79. Throughout this thesis, I use full citations whenever I requote a previously cited source in a new section. 
102

 Bovier, ―Questions,‖ 15.  
103

 Those can be ―Venetian musicians who are not necessarily well known but who perform high quality work,‖ 

as curator Christian Marclay explains (See Veilhan et. al., ―Conversation,‖ 19). Again, we see the emphasis on 

the conservative notion of quality.  
104

 Veilhan et. al., ―Conversation,‖ 19.  
105

 Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, MA, London: 

MIT Press, 2002), 8. 
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on display at Studio Venezia, where the site becomes abstracted, merely a platform for a 

global exchange.
106

  

The globalization of the site, its uprooting from its immediate context, echoes the 

ethos of the institution of the biennial, particularly Venice Biennale. Deputy Chief Executive 

of the Liverpool Biennial, Paul Domela, explains how the original utopian desire driving the 

biennials was to exceed local constraints.
107

 Venice Biennale—the oldest and richest of them 

all—still promotes this ideal, even through its architectural scheme:
108

 it is the last biennial to 

still preserve today the model of national pavilions, a physical representation of its global 

pretensions.
109

  29 such pavilions are spread-out throughout the Giardini as a ―world-picture‖ 

of sorts. In the meanwhile, the exhibition remains largely detached from the local art scene. 

Few artists who live and work in Venice and its area ever exhibit in the Biennale.
110

 In the 

same way, the global ―imagined community‖ that is envisaged in Studio Venezia has very 

little to do with the ―sited community‖ of Venice.
111

 Again, Veilhan opens up the Biennale to 

new participants, but does not open up of the logic of this institution. The pavilion becomes a 

showcase of a network of multi-national talents, just like the exhibition is as a whole. 

This is not to say that internationality is necessarily bad. In fact, as art historian Terry 

Smith remarks, internationality can be a positive trope if it works from bottom-up: ―[I]n 

steps, from locality to region, from my locality to another, relevant one, outside my 

region.‖
112

 What we find in Studio Venezia, however, is an opposed, top-down 

internationally. One that does not begin from the local and expands onto the global, but 

forsakes the local in its attempt to create a global network shared by the ideal of 

uncompromising quality.
113

 

                                                
106

 Not to be confused with the positive ―deterritorialization‖ we find in Deleuze and Guattari‘s writings—a 

process by which humans ―unlearn physical and emotional habits in order to expand the world‘s experience‖ 

and to form ―new relationships with themselves with other bodies and with their environment.‖ Quotes are from 

Alain Beaulieu, ―The Status of Animality in Deleuze‘s Thought,‖ Journal for Critical Animal Studies 9, no. 1/2 

(2011): 86.  
107

 Paul Domela, ―What can a biennale do?,‖ in The Symposium 2013 Busan Biennale: Biennale Ecology in 

Contemporary Art, ed. Kwangsu Oh (Busan: Busan Biennale, 2014), 35–39. Quoted in Terry Smith, ―Biennials 

Within The Contemporary Composition,‖ Stages, no. 6 (2017): 6.  
108

 Venice Biennale first convened in 1895, and later became standardized as a Biennial during the 1920s and 

1930s. 
109

 After the second oldest Biennial, São Paulo Biennial, finally abolished its national sections in 2006.  
110

 Smith, ―Biennials,‖ 6.  
111

 I borrow the term ―imagined community,‖ of course, from political theorist Benedict Anderson‘s classic 

book Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, New York: Verso, 

1983). The term ―sited community‖ is taken from Hal Foster, who develops it in his essay ―The Artist as 

Ethnographer‖ in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 1996), 171–203.   
112

 See Terry Smith, ―Biennials,‖ 6–7. 
113

 See note 103.  
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Even more jarring is the way in which the social dynamics of this project seem to 

echo the dynamics of tourism. In his recent book, decrying the imminent ―death‖ of Venice, 

Art historian Salvatore Settis explains how the city has become an ex-territory par 

excellence, an international hub for ―hit-and-run‖ tourists, who come, see, and consume, to 

paraphrase the words of a Roman. Most Venetians have left the city in the past few 

decades,
114

 as Venice has been swept by a tourist-driven experience economy.
115

 The 

―amazing creative playground‖ offered by Studio Venezia reproduces these same 

dynamics.
116

 The musicians fly-in for a couple of days, take advantage of the unique facilities 

offered to them, and continue on their way. One tourist rides the gondola, the other visits the 

―dream studio.‖ 

The different problematic ideals and mechanisms promoted in this project are 

crystallized in this following paragraph from the exhibition‘s curatorial text: 

Sensitive to the realities and geographical location of the installation, Xavier Veilhan 

has invited musicians who are the embodiment of their country or city—but also those 

just passing through on specific dates—offering them a unique musical experience 

within the pavilion’s specially-designed space.
117

  

The language of advertisement travel agencies is utterly embraced (―offering a unique 

experience in a specially designed space‖—is this a promotion for an art exhibition or an 

―escape room‖?), together with the idea that artists can serve as ―embodiments‖ of their 

countries of origin—the same rational that grounds the archaic structure of the national 

pavilions. 

                                                
114

 The ratio between residents and tourists stands today on 1:140 in favor of the latter. See Salvatore Settis, If 

Venice Dies, trans. André Naffis-Sahely (New York: New Vessel Press, 2015). Originally published in Italian in 

2014. 
115

 This term, designating the dominant economic logic of our times, was first developed in the following essay: 

B. Joseph Pine II, and James H. Gilmore, ―Welcome to the Experience Economy,‖ Harvard Business Review 

76, no. 6 (1998): 97–105. Experience economy was later theorized in relation to current tourism culture. See, for 

example, Seohee Chang, ―Experience economy in the hospitality and tourism context,‖ Tourism Management 

Perspectives 27 (2018): 83–90. 
116

 See note 85.  
117

 See ―Xavier Veilhan‘s Musical Pavilion,‖ 14. Using the term ―specially-designed‖ is also rather telling. As 

art theorist Boris Groys notes, today ―design is omnipresent‖ and this suggests a consumption-oriented 

anesthetization that is very different from the reflection-oriented aesthetization of art. Today, he writes, ―Almost 

everything that we use is professionally designed to make it more attractive for the user. It is what we mean 

when we say about a well-designed commodity, ‗It is a real work of art,‘—as we say about an iPhone, or a 

beautiful airplane.‖ See Boris Groys, In the Flow (London, New York: Verso, 2016), 46. The hegemony of 

design in current Western society is also discussed by Dutch philosopher Henk Oosterling in his book Dasein 

als design. Of: moet design de wereld redden? (Amsterdam: Premsela, 2009).   

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22119736
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22119736
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22119736/27/supp/C
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Let us compare Studio Venezia with another project, made for the 49th Venice 

Biennale (2001), which also aimed at introducing outside participants to the exhibition—

Santiago Sierra‘s 133 Persons Paid to Have their Hair Dyed Blond [fig. 3]. In this work, the 

Spanish artist paid 120,000 Italian lira (about 60 US dollars) to illegal street vendors—from 

Senegal, Bangladesh, China and other countries—to dye their hair blond during the opening 

of the Biennale and to sell bags in the Arsenale, the main hall of the exhibition.
118

 By doing 

so, Sierra did not only demonstrate—via visible, ―aesthetic,‖ means—the structural and 

economically devastating distinction between unwanted immigrants and wanted tourists, but 

also exposed the very real socio-political context within which the Biennale operates, a 

reality which rarely enters the compounds of the Biennale. 

 
Fig. 3. Santiago Sierra, 133 Persons Paid to Have their Hair Dyed Blond, 2001  

The Spanish artist brought the ―external world‖ into the Biennale, but this external 

world was nothing like Veilhan‘s tension-free, abstracted, global network of professionals, 

communicating convivially through the ―universal language‖ of music. Rather, it was the 

very concrete external world surrounding the exhibition—one in which immigrants are 

willing to be violently marked only for the chance of gaining a few dollars. Instead of 

approaching the participatory exchange in isolation from its institutional and social contexts 

and idealizing it as intrinsically positive, Sierra acted out the power relations that underlie the 

                                                
118

 For more on Sierra‘s project, see, for instance, Andrés David Montenegro Rosero, ―Radical 

(Dis)Identification: Santiago Sierra's Double(D) Spectator,‖ Third Text 29, no. 6: 487–97.  



30 
 

participatory act.
119

 He, thus, intertwined the artistic participation with the general conditions 

of civic participation in this given place at this given moment. By making the conditions of 

global capitalism his medium, he managed to expose the artificiality of the glossy image and 

grand universal ideals of the Biennale. Going back to Christopher Small‘s question from my 

introduction—―what does it mean when this performance takes place at this time, in this 

place, with these participants‖—we see how Sierra‘s project makes these exact variables its 

main theme, while Studio Venezia naively neglects them altogether, treating the French 

pavilion as an ex-territorial site.        
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 The term ―hospitality,‖ which curator Lionel Bovier uses to describe the atmosphere of the project (see note 

102), is often linked in academic discourse with tourism and tourist experience, for example in the academic 

journal TEAM,  for ―hospitality and tourism.‖  
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2. Saâdane Afif’s Studio Paroles 
 

I. The Audibly Expanded Exhibition 

A more locally embedded and conceptually nuanced way of exploring the music studio 

within the framework of the contemporary art exhibition is to be found in a recent project by 

the French artist Saâdane Afif. For his exhibition at Wiels center for contemporary art in 

Brussels, titled Paroles (2018), Afif also installed a recording studio (―Studio Paroles‖) 

inside the exhibition space [fig. 4]. In this case, though, the studio was only one part of a 

larger retrospective exhibition, which brought together works from the past 15 years of the 

artist‘s career.  

Since 2004, Afif has been approaching writers and artists to write lyrics inspired by 

specific artworks of his, mostly sculptures.
120

 Those lyrics are then often exhibited alongside 

the sculptures, replacing the traditional curatorial wall texts with poetic and enigmatic texts. 

Then some of these texts are given to musicians to be composed. Sometimes Afif makes yet 

another round of ―translation‖ by creating a new work inspired by the songs, expanding this 

―cloud of meanings,‖ as Paroles‘ curator Zoë Gray puts it, ad infinitum.
121

 These different 

acts of interpretation and reinterpretation could be seen as a concretization of Duchamp‘s 

claim that it is the spectators who make the work,
122

 or as the poster hanged in the entrance to 

the exhibition reads: ―l‘orchestra fait le tableau.‖
123

 

Paroles assembled objects and images from Afif‘s ten previous exhibitions which had 

generated texts and musical compositions. Many of these works visually relate to music and 

musical instruments—a main thematic thread throughout Afif‘s body of work—so the 

recording studio did not seem out of place.
124

 In one room, separated from Studio Paroles by 

a large window, several copies of a songbook eponymously titled Paroles were placed on 

drum stools [fig. 5]—a catalogue raisonné of all the texts ever created as responses to Afif‘s 

                                                
120

 This practice started in his exhibition at Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany (Melancholic Beat, 2004).  
121

 Wiels, Paroles (Wiels, 2018), exhibition visitor‘s guide, 8. Some of Afif‘s sculptures quote and appropriate 

different works from art history or other cultural histories, revealing how any process of creation is always 

already inscribed in a preexisting lexicon of imagery. Two of his biggest, and oft-referenced, influences are 

Duchamp and André Cadere. The works The Fountain Archives (Augmented) (2008/2017), Black Chords 

(2006), and Black Spirit (2014/2018), presented in Paroles, are based on works by these two artists.   
122

 Translated from the French: ―Ce sont les regardeurs qui fait les tableaux.‖ See Julian Cabay, ―‗Ce sont les 

regardeurs qui font les tableaux‘: La forme d‘une œuvre d‘art conceptuel en droit d‘auteur,‖ in Les aspects 

juridiques de l’art contemporain, ed. Andrée Puttemans and Bart Demarsin (Brussels: Larcier, 2013), 59.  
123

 ―The orchestra makes the painting.‖ It is part of the work Paroles (Poster), 2018. 
124

 Scores, musical instruments, speakers, microphones, etc., are all part of his typical visual vocabulary. 
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works, compiling 191 artwork-inspired poems written by more than one hundred contributors 

in six languages, and published without any images at all [fig. 6].
125

   

 
Fig. 4. Saâdane Afif, Studio Paroles, 2018. A recording session 

  

 
Fig. 5. Saâdane Afif, Paroles, 2018. Installation view showing the songbooks (foreground)  

and the recording studio (background)  

The recording studio was the place where this songbook was activated, but this time 

not by individual composers.
126

 Small groups of people were invited to book the room online, 

with one condition only: that each session will produce at least one self-composed song, 

                                                
125

 The songbook also included 38 newly commissioned texts, which subverted the logic of the retrospective. 
126

 Studio Paroles is not the first instance where Afif has integrated live performances into his exhibitions as part 

of this process. For example, for his solo show at Palais de Tokyo (Lyrics, 2005), four duos who had previously 

recorded albums with texts influenced by Afif‘s works were given the stage to perform the albums during the 

opening.   
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which must take its inspiration from one of the lyrics found in the songbook.
127

 The 

exhibition space, thus, provided an overview of Afif‘s material artworks; the songbook—an 

overview of the corresponding literal reactions;
128

 and the studio—a place to reactivate those 

two by musical means. Three versions—visual, literary and musical—of the same exhibition. 

Unlike the state-of-the-art Studio Venezia, Studio Parole was a rather primitive 

recording studio, equipped with basic instruments and offering only one track recordings.
129

 

The studio was open daily during the afternoon, and was run by the studio master Valentin 

Noiret.
130

 One scheduled ―band‖ was allowed to access the studio each day for a three-hour 

session,
131

 and a large window allowed the exhibition visitors to observe what was going on 

inside (but never to enter). Every morning Noiret edited the session of the previous day and 

uploaded one or more songs from it online.
132

 The 71 session that were gathered throughout 

the show—varying significantly in quality and style—are still available online on a specially 

designed website.
133

  

  
Fig. 6. Saâdane Afif, Paroles (Songbook) (excerpt, PDF version), 2018 

                                                
127

 The songbook, thus, served both as an anthology and as a kind of a ―Real Book‖ (the basic Jazz songbook 

used as the basis for countless interpretations)—looking to the past but also to the future. The participants were 

able to consult a digital version of the songbook before their arrival to the studio.    
128

 In addition, eight new posters, another salient artistic format in Afif‘s art, were created for the show. Each of 

them featured cut-out faces of famous musicians, as well as of the exhibition curator Zoë Gray, Studio Paroles 

master Valentin Noiret, musicians who had previously collaborated with Afif, and the artist himself.  
129

 The participants could also bring their own instruments upon coordination with the studio master.  
130

 Noiret is an active musician who is a former student of Afif.  
131

 Studio Paroles was open daily from 14:00pm to 17:00pm.  
132

 At the finissage of the exhibition Noiret played highlights from the different sessions. 
133

 The address is: www.paroles.brussels.  
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What was new in Paroles, compared to earlier exhibitions by Afif and also to Studio 

Venezia, is that instead of collaborating with hand-picked writers, artists and musicians, the 

artist left the identity of the collaborators to mere chance,
134

 diminishing his control over the 

artistic process and increasing the risk of failure by exposing himself to what Douglas 

Gordon once called the ―promiscuity of collaboration.‖
135

 At least from a practical 

perspective, though, this gamble paid off: the recording sessions were quickly fully booked, 

and over 230 participants took part throughout the exhibition.
136

 The studio, thus, managed to 

open up the exhibition space to the external world, but this external world was nothing like 

the global network of acclaimed musicians we saw in Studio Venezia. Instead, it was the local 

community who made use of the facility and activated the exhibition: local bands, groups of 

amateur musicians or even complete neophytes, as well as children from nearby schools and 

members of the museum staff—all of these different actors took the opportunity to participate 

in a creative ping-pong with the artist (and to earn a free recording session). Since Studio 

Paroles was the beating heart of the exhibition,
137

 the voluntary cooperation of these local 

actors was paramount to the success of the entire exhibition,  

Artists working within the realms of Institutional Critique, like Hans Haacke, 

famously used different text-based methods to stress how art institutions are always 

embedded in a larger social context.
138

 Daniel Buren gave such a contextualization a 

                                                
134

 Almost all of the works I discuss in this thesis introduce an element of chance. Ostensibly, thus, they could 

be seen as adding to John Cage‘s exploration of chance-processes in music making. Unlike Cage, though, the 

artists whose projects I discuss are mainly interested in the social potentials of chance than in its ability to 

desubjectivize the composition process (which was important for Cage). For more on Cage‘s exploration of 

chance procedures, see, for instance, Marc J. Jensen, ―John Cage, Chance Operations and the Chaos Game: 

Cage and the I Ching,‖ The Musical Times 150, no. 1907: 97–102. Cage‘s interest in aleatory musical processes 

had a great influence on visual art avant-garde movements like Fluxus (see note 10). It is worth noting, though, 

that chance processes had already been explored before him by Marcel Duchamp, for example in his work 3 

Stoppages etalon (1913–14). For more on Duchamp‘s exploration of chance, see: Herbert Molderings, Duchamp 

and the Aesthetics of Chance: Art as Experiment (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). 
135

 Douglas Gordon, interview by Hans Ulrich Obrist, in Hans Ulrich Obrist, Interviews, vol. 1, edited by 

Thomas Boutoux (Milan: Charta, 2003).  
136

 Based on Wiels‘s résumé. See Wiels, ―Compte rendu: Saâdane Afif: Paroles @ WIELS, Bruxelles (01.02.–

22.04.18).‖ Internal document. 
137

 The exhibition curator Zoë Gray viewed the studio as the ―center piece‖ of the exhibition. Zoë Gray, 

interview by the author, face to face conversation, May 3, 2019.  
138

 Think, for instance, of Hans Haacke‘s Shapolsky Et Al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social 

System, As of May 1, 1971 (1971). For more on this work, see Arthur C. Danto, ―Hans Haacke and the Industry 

of Art,‖ in Essays: The Wake of Art: Criticism, Philosophy, and the Ends of Taste (Amsterdam: G+B Arts 

International, 1998), 129–37. The term ―Institutional Critique‖ denotes an array of artistic practices, starting in 

the late 1960s onwards, whose main purpose is to reflect upon and criticize the social and economic 

mechanisms underling the places of their own presentation—i.e., museums, galleries, art centers, etc.—as well 

as the procedures and conventions of the contemporary art world. Artists associated with this practice include 

Fred Wilson, Hans Haacke, Andrea Fraser and Michael Asher, to name just a few. For a comprehensive 

anthology of writings on the subject, see Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, ed., Institutional Critique, An 

Anthology of Artists’ Writings (Cambridge, MA, London: MIT Press, 2009).  
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sculptural form in works like Within and Beyond the Frame (1973) [fig. 7], where he 

stretched flags from John Weber Gallery in New York to a building across the street to 

expose the falsity of any perceived separation between the exhibition space (and art in 

general) and its immediate context. In Paroles, Afif undermines the perceived autonomy of 

the exhibition space and connects it to its immediate environment by musical means.
139

 By 

using an easy-to-use cultural facility (a recording studio) and arguably the most popular of 

cultural forms (music),
140

 the artist creates a porous exhibition space, infiltrated arbitrarily by 

local actors. Wiels is re-rooted in its actual environment; no longer an ex-territorial island 

operating only within the global arena of contemporary art.
141

   

Music‘s great popularity is utilized—or should I say exploited—in this project to 

attract hundreds of unpaid participants to expand the ―cloud of meaning‖ of Afif‘s works. 

Rather than being merely a platform for musical experimentation by professionals—like 

Studio Venezia—Studio Paroles serves as a locally-embedded ―resonance chamber,‖ or ―an 

amplifier for meanings,‖ to use Afif‘s words,
142

 in which the ―volume‖ of the work keeps 

growing and growing in unexpected, ―distorting,‖ ways.
143

 A zone where the public and the 

artist engage in a truly dialogic exchange.  

                                                
139

 The anchoring of the exhibition in its local context is further emphasized by several other artistic tactics. For 

instance, in one of the spaces we meet the work Everyday (2004/2018), a pedestal upon which the daily local 

newspapers are mounted every morning for the duration of the exhibition. In the original presentation of this 

work, back in 2004, there was only one stand and one paper, but in bilingual Brussels, we find two: the Flemish 

newspaper De Morgen and the French La Libre. Another example of this time-space specificity would be the 

posters made especially for the occasion, which reference the aesthetics of the Belgian carnival tradition of 

―grosses têtes‖—large faces—as the carnival took place at the same time of the exhibition. 
140

 The way music is used by Afif as a way of popularizing his art and expanding its potential audiences was 

alluded to by a rhetorical gesture in his solo exhibition at Palais de Tokyo (Lyrics, 2005). Each song that was 

played in that exhibition was entitled ―Pop‖ with the title of Afif‘s artwork it was based upon appearing in 

parentheses, as if to stress how music makes the artwork popular. For more on this, see Vincent Pécoil, 

―Lyrics,‖ in Saâdane Afif: Lyrics, Texts, (Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2005), exhibition catalog, 7. 
141

 A similar strategy was at play in Afif‘s solo show at Witte de With center of contemporary art in Rotterdam 

(Technical Specifications, 2008). There, a radio show compiled of songs inspired by earlier versions of the 

objects shown in the exhibition was broadcasted for the duration of the exhibition both inside the space and on a 

local FM. When the exhibition ended, the full radio programme was made available online. In that case, Afif 

synchronized the time-space of the exhibition with that of the city through the medium of FM radio. For more 

on this, see Zoë Gray and Nicolaus Schafhausen, ―Introduction to Technical Specifications: The Exhibition, the 

Radio Show, the Book,‖ in Technical Specifications (Rotterdam: Witte de With Publishers, 2008). Another artist 

who ran a radio show in parallel with his solo exhibition is Christopher Williams, for his show at Kunsthalle 

Zurich (2007). The show could still be listened in the following link: https://www.lora.ch/sendungen/alle-

sendungen?mode=1&terms=&list=Radio+Dani%C3%83%C2%A8le. 
142

 See Saâdane Afif, ―Process in Motion,‖ interview by Andreas Schlaegel, Catalogue, no. 3, 

http://www.cataloguemagazine.net/contemporary-art/magazine/article/saadane-afif. 
143

 The artist uses musical metaphors to describe these ―promiscuous‖ processes of interpretation: ―There are 

reflections but there are also distortions […] [I]t‘s like when you plug your guitar into an effects pedal, the pure 

sound of the guitar is the starting point of something new.‖ See ibid.  
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Fig. 7. Daniel Buren, Within and Beyond the Frame (―photo-souvenir‖), 1973 

While the exhibition is embedded in its local context, it dissemination and circulation, 

expand well beyond such geographical confines.
144

 Since all the recording go immediately 

online and stay there well after the exhibition is over, the show can be audibly experienced 

everywhere and anytime. This duality of locality and universality, materiality and virtuality, 

reflects the oxymoronic nature of music itself: a deeply localized cultural expression, on the 

one hand, and a ―universal language‖ that transcends local boundaries, on the other hand.  

As much as the actual social environment is crucial for the work‘s logic and success, 

it does not limit its horizons. The exhibition is both in and out, rooted and virtual, operating 

both in the ―discursive site‖
145

 of Afif‘s long-lasting exploration of the act of interpretation, 

and in the specific locational site of the city of Brussels and its alternative music scene. A 

fruitful exchange is, thus, created in this project between the ―sited community‖ of local 

residents and the ―invented community‖
146

 of Afif‘s hand-picked collaborators—a mixed 

network of international artists and writers, and creative voices from the local environment.  

 

II. A Durational Affair 

As the figurative use of metaphors like ―resonance chamber,‖ ―amplifier‖ and ―effects pedal‖ 

suggest, music does not only serve as an actual form of communication between Afif and his 

                                                
144

 Other exhibition by Afif have been made into CDs, including Melancholic Beat (Folkwang Museum, Essen, 

2004), Rock and Roll Club (Lenin Museum, Moscow, 2005), One Million BPM (Cimaise & Portique Art Center, 

Albi, 2005), 9 Pièces Réduites (Prince Pierre Foundation, Monaco, 2006), and Blue Time vs. Supsense (Xavier 

Hufkens Gallery, Brussels, 2007).   
145

 I borrow the term ―discursive site‖ from Kwon. See Kwon, One Place, 51.   
146

 This is a term I borrow from Kwon, and it designates ―a community group or organization [that] is newly 

constituted and rendered operational through the coordination of the art work itself.‖ See Kwon, One Place after 

Another, 126. 
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collaborators, but also as a guiding metaphor for the procedural qualities of these 

collaborations. Art historian Ina Blom remarks that Afif‘s exhibitions are ―produced in the 

image of music,‖
147

 and the artist himself explains that his sculptures are meant to be played 

with ―like they were musical pieces.‖
148

 How exactly does music echo in these 

collaborations? In particular, I claim, in their intrinsic durationality.   

According to Alfred Schutz, what distinguishes music from other forms of human 

communication is that ―the meaning of a musical work [...] is essentially of a polythetical 

structure.‖
149

 In other words, that the meaning of music is inherently processual.
150

 It lies 

only in the relation between the successive tones. Consequently, music can never be grasped 

in a ―single glance,‖ like a painting, a sculpture or an idea, but only ―step by step.‖
151

 No 

concept, no image, can exhaust it, since it is essentially a non-symbolic form of 

communication, in which the durational aspects are not secondary to the final meaning but to 

a large extent are the meaning itself. Experiencing music, then, is experiencing the ―sharing 

of the ongoing flux of the musical content.‖
152

 

Afif‘s practice is rooted in a very similar durationality. Paroles cannot be fully 

understood or experienced in a ―single glance,‖ by merely looking at the artworks.
153

 The 

exhibition is only one component in a much larger chronology of interpretations and 

collaborations spanning years, and its meaning is dependent on these relational histories. As 

Afif explains, ―I frame my work within a larger moment than the simple occasion of the 

exhibition,‖
154

 since ―the temporality of the exhibition is from the order of the pop-up [and] 

                                                
147

 See Ina Blom, ―Beyond the Acoustic Mirror,‖ in Technical Specifications (Rotterdam: Witte de With 

Publishers, 2008), 65, emphasis in original. One of Afif‘s exhibitions, One Million BPM (Cimaise & Portique 

Art Center, Albi, 2005), literally takes the form of a track list of a music album.  
148

 See Afif, interview by Jackie-Ruth Meyer, 2005, 

http://www.centredartlelait.com/IMG/pdf/transcription_entretien_saadane1.pdf (my translation). Indeed, Afif 

often ―remixes‖ his sculpture and images, modifying his past artworks into something a bit different. This is 

why some of his works are doubly dated. For curator Vincent Pécoil, Afif practice resembles ―a song of 

objects.‖ See Vincent Pécoil, ―Feedback,‖ in Saâdane Afif: Lyrics, Texts, (Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2005), 

exhibition catalog, 63. 
149

 Alfred Schutz, ―Making Music Together: A Study in Social Relationship,‖ Social Research 18, no. 1 (1951): 

91. Schutz borrows the terms ―polythetical,‖ and its antonym ―monothetical,‖ from Husserl. For an explanation 

of these terms, see Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W.R. Boyce 

Gibson (London, New York: G. Allen & Unwin, Macmillan, 1931), 334 ff. Cited in Schutz, ―Making Music,‖ 

91. 
150

 This is also true for dance and, to a certain extent, for poetry, other ―time-objects‖ (see Schutz, ―Making 

Music,‖ 91). 
151

 Ibid., 90.  
152

 Ibid., 91–92. 
153

 Accordingly, the artist chose to publish the songbook—a durational, chronological anthology—instead of an 

illustrated catalog, which always seeks to ―capture‖ the exhibition through ―installation views.‖ 
154

 Afif, interview by Meyer (my translation).  
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the processes I employ require a few years.‖
155

 Afif‘s practice is, thus, not only inherently 

relational, but also inherently durational. He challenges the synchronic logic of the art 

exhibition by proposing a diachronic—and in this sense, musical—model.  

This durational quality separates his practice from those associated with relational art, 

even if both take place in conventional art settings with the participation of random local 

actors.
156

 The logic of relational art is that of ―the situation‖: for example, Rirkrit Tiravanija 

cooking in the gallery space for a few hours (Untitled [Free], 1992, 303 Gallery) [fig. 8], or 

Carsten Höller offering the audience to slide down his huge slides (Test Site, Tate Modern, 

2006). As the patron of relational art Nicolas Bourriaud explains: ―The idea of ‗situation‘ 

extends the unity of time, place and action.‖
157

 It is about a ―joint presence.‖
158

 Only within 

such a unity of time, place and action, can the ―convivial‖ atmosphere Bourriaud associates 

with relational art strive.
159

 It is telling, in this respect, that the word ―conviviality‖ comes 

from the Latin convivium, meaning a feast (literally, what Tiravanija offers), a word deriving 

etymologically from ‗con’ (‗with‘) and ‗vivere’ (‗live‘)—to live with, to partake. Conviviality 

is, thus, rooted in synchronicity, in a shared presence, in being together in the same place at 

the same time.  

Such simultaneity, I wish to stress, is entirely antithetic to the kind of relay race we 

find is Paroles. Synchronicity here is replaced by diachronicity; situation by process; co-

presence by continuity. The participants, including the artist, never coexist, never co-inhabit 

the same space, never share a ―joint presence‖; they only pre- and post-exist, passing the 

torch. They imagine the other, react to the traces one leaves, translate each other‘s 

thoughts.
160

 It is a community without convening, a community constituted only through a 
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 See Saâdane Afif, interview by Matthieu Jacquet, Slash, February 11, 2019, https://slash-

paris.com/fr/articles/interview-saadane-afif-galerie-mfc-michele-didier (my translation). 
156

 When I speak of ―relational art‖ I refer to a particular set of practices produced in the 1990s and in the early 

2000s by artists like Carsten Höller, Dominique-Gonzales Forester and Liam Gillick, and theorized by Nicolas 

Bourriaud. For more on this, see note 11.     
157

 See Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Paris: Les Presses 

du Réel, 2002), 30–32. This could be seen as a continuation of Minimalist art‘s emphasis on the ―situation‖ that 

is created between the object, the beholder and the space. See, for example, Robert Morris, ―Notes on 

Sculpture,‖ Artforum 4, no. 6 (1966): 43. 
158

 See Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 57, emphasis in original.  
159

 See Bourriaud, Esthétique relationnelle, 26, 28, 30–31.  
160

 In this sense, Afif‘s practice can be seen to encapsulate Jacques Derrida‘s notion of a hermeneutic 

―différance,‖ a term denoting both a difference and a deferral of meaning—hence, a meaning that is constantly 

changing in time. Signs, for Derrida—like the written words and recorded songs we find in Paroles—are always 

―deferred presence[s],‖ traces of an absolute presence and absolute meaning—in other words, of an ontological 

and epistemological certainty—that can no longer be reached. See Jacques Derrida, ―Différance,‖ in Margins of 

Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1982), esp. 9. Originally published in French in 

1972. 

http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=147206
https://slash-paris.com/fr/articles/interview-saadane-afif-galerie-mfc-michele-didier
https://slash-paris.com/fr/articles/interview-saadane-afif-galerie-mfc-michele-didier
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creative dialog of suspended presences.
161

 The participants do not share a time. Rather, they 

share a Bergsonian durée
162

—not the objective ―outer time,‖ but the ―inner-time‖ constituted 

through the relations between one component, one ―tone,‖ and the next.
163

 

Fig. 8. Rirkrit Tiravanija, Untitled (Free), 1992  

The artist makes a sculpture, someone takes a photo of it, somebody else sees that 

photo and writes a poem about it, someone else reads the poem and composes a piece of 

music, then goes with friends to the studio and makes a song out of it, a song which the 

studio master then edits and uploads online, where it is listened to by someone from a 

                                                
161

 As Vincent Pécoil notes, Afif wishes to leave ―[s]paces for other people‘s intervention [...] holes (empty 

spaces) within the exhibition, meant to be inhabited by another person who brings his/her own reality to it.‖ See 

Vincent Pécoil, ―Lyrics,‖ in Saâdane Afif: Lyrics, Texts (Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2005), exhibition catalogue, 7. 

It should be noted that for Schutz, experiencing music entails the feeling of ―vivid presence‖ (see note 59), 

which is at odds with the ―suspended presences‖ of Afif‘s practice. However, I only use Schutz here for his 

ideas on music‘s intrinsic durationality and processual structure of meaning-making. Naturally, I do not attempt 

to claim that Afif‘s practice corresponds with every quality of the musical experience. Otherwise, he would just 

be making, quite simply, music. 
162

 See Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F.L. 

Pogson (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2001), Chapter II. Originally published in French in 1889. The difference 

between a participatory practice defined by the logic of the situation and its simultaneity, and one defined by the 

logic of the process and its durationality is reflected, for instance, in the treatment of the opening vs. the 

finissage of the exhibition. For Bourriaud, in relational art ―[t]he opening is often an intrinsic part of the 

exhibition set-up, and the model of an ideal public circulation‖ (see Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 37). It is 

an event that often already encapsulates the entire exhibition. In Paroles, the finissage is more important—as we 

have seen (see not 129)—as it allows for a certain retrospection over the entire process. 
163

 I borrow the terms ―outer time‖ and ―inner time‖ from Schutz. See Schutz, ―Making Music,‖ 88–89.  
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different country who is approached by Afif to react to it, etc. Paroles, thus, offers us a model 

of meaning-making that is entirely ―polythetic.‖ Always co-dependent on that which comes 

before and after, never in isolation from the ―successive tones,‖ to return to Schutz.  

―The flux of tones unrolling in inner time,‖ Schutz tells us, ―is an arrangement 

meaningful to both the composer and the beholder, because and in so far as it evokes in the 

stream of consciousness […] an interplay of recollections, retentions, protentions, and 

anticipations which interrelate the successive elements.‖
164

 It is precisely such interrelations 

between successive elements (sculptures, lyrics, songs; but also: Afif, writers, local 

musicians) that constitute meaning in Paroles. Only in succession and duration does this 

exhibition ―make sense.‖   

 

III. An Instrumental Affair 

I have shown, thus, how music shapes the interactions in Paroles both concretely, as a way to 

attract participants and expand the artist‘s oeuvre, and figuratively, through logic of 

durationality. But what model of sociability exactly does this exhibition offer? What are the 

relational dynamics that underlie the interaction between artist and participants? And how are 

they different from those we have seen in the network of professionals of Studio Venezia?  

For French economist and social theorist Jacques Attali, composing always entails the 

possibility of new models of social relations. It is  

An exchange between bodies—through work, not through objects [...] to play for the 

other and by the other, to exchange the noises of bodies, to hear the noises of others in 

exchange for one‘s own, to create, in common, the code within which communication 

will take place [...] Any noise, when two people decide to invest their imaginary and 

their desire in it, becomes a potential relationship, future order.
165

  

What is, thus, the future order that is engendered through the opening up of the act of 

composing to every willing participant? On the face of it, a democratic and emancipatory 

order. As philosopher Jacques Rancière explains, an emancipated community is ―a 

community of artists, a community of narrators and translators,‖ one in which people share 

the ability to react to one another creatively and thoughtfully, to partake in an ―exchange of 
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 Schutz, ―Making Music,‖ 88.  
165

 Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, MI, London: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1985).  
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translations.‖
166

 And this is precisely the type of community that we find in Paroles. The 

participants are not merely offered to dine on Thai food (Tiravanija), to slide down a tube 

(Höller) or to grab candies from a pile (González-Torres), but to become active creators and 

translators. Creativity, thus, is ―promiscuously‖ outsourced by Afif, as he believes that ―ideas 

and forms are often better shared.‖
167

  

In the music studio, each one of Afif‘s artworks becomes like an ―open source,‖ 

which can be freely modified by anyone.
168

 And the rhizomatic
169

 network of participants 

Afif establishes around these ―opens sources‖ seems to emulate the world of ―Web 2.0,‖ or 

more specifically ―social media, where everyone gets to react to everyone and the exchanges 

between different people from different places become more and more complex, random and 

multiple.
170

 The studio, therefore, serves as a free ―machine of interpretation,‖
171

 as the artist 

defines it, where the logic of the hyper-networked ―prosumer‖ culture is put to good effect—

the creation of more artworks.
172

   

But like with all forms of social media, there is always someone upstairs taking 

advantage of this seemingly democratic circulation. In this case, it is the artist. While in 

Studio Venezia the rights for the recordings stay with the participating musicians, in Studio 

Paroles it is Afif who owns the rights for the compositions and their recordings, as well as 

the rights for any further distribution,
173

 even though he is clearly not the composer. 
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 See Jacques Rancière, Modern Times (Zagreb: Multimedijalni Institute, 2017), 127. 
167

 See Zoë Gray, ―Lyricism,‖ in Technical Specifications (Rotterdam: Witte de With Publishers, 2008), 5. 
168

 An ―open source‖ is any kind of computerized content which can be freely modified by users. The similarity 

between Afif‘s methods and that of the ―open source‖ is also pointed out in Baumann, ―Method,‖ 51.   
169

 The ―rhizome,‖ according to Deleuze and Guattari, offers a counter-model to the root-tree structure, which 

seeks origins and is based on linear causality. Instead, ―a rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the 

middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo.‖ [...] The tree imposes the verb ‗to be,‘ but the fabric of the 

rhizome is the conjunction, ‗and... and... and…‘‖ See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 

Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, MI, London: University of Minnesota 

Press), 25 (in ―Introduction: Rhizome‖).  
170

 The ―Web 2.0,‖ also known as the ―participatory web,‖ is the term given to Internet websites and Apps that 

are based on user-generated content. 
171

 Saâdane Afif, interview by the author, April 30, 2019, telephone conversation.   
172

 Afif‘s works seems to exceed the Barthian notion of a ―text‖—a single entity open to endless different 

readings—by becoming an hypertext—the dominant form of content flow in today‘s information society, in 

which one piece of content ceaselessly leads to another one. For Barthes‘s notion of ―text,‖ see Roland Barthes, 

―De l'oeuvre au texte,‖ in Le bruissement de la langue (Paris: Seuil, 1984), 69–77. 
173

 This is clearly stated in the contract the participants sign before they enter the studio. The contract reads: ―I 

hereby grant Saâdane Afif definitively and irrevocably the right to take pictures and record the sound and 

images of my participation and the right to reproduce and to edit these pictures and recordings in whole or in 

part, including the rights in my performance and my work and composition (if any) and in my portrait, and to 

distribute and make available to the public the same in all forms and media (including, but not limited to: 

videotapes, audio tapes, records, compact discs, computer files, photographs, books and publications, website, 

internet, social media, television and mobile distribution, theatrical, festivals, exhibitions and installations—all 

in digital and printed form) and the promotion thereof […] I agree that I will not receive any financial 

compensation for the rights hereby granted. Wiels, ―Declaration of Participation,‖ 2018 (internal document).  
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Moreover, in terms of authorship, the artist establishes a model he calls ―copyshare,‖ which 

gives him the right to co-sign each of the songs (as well as each of the texts)—a mechanism 

of dual authorship for works he has not created.
174

  

In addition, in order to participate, we know, the unpaid locals have to agree to 

subjugate their creativity to the artist‘s own creativity.
175

 Everything begins with the artist 

and returns to him, both artistically and legally. Studio Paroles is, thus, ultimately an ―echo 

chamber,‖ where the artist‘s own imagination resonates endlessly through the medium of 

other people. Afif does not take the role of a facilitator, a complete ―giver,‖ like Veilhan, but 

he also looks to take back. His practice is at the same time democratic and egocentric, ―a 

method that is clearly directed towards the inclusion of others and yet drawn to retreat into 

itself,‖
176

 as curator Daniel Baumann notes, shifting between freedom and authority, ―[s]elf-

reflexive to the point of Narcissism, whilst as the same time exemplary of an openness and 

intellectual generosity.‖
177

 Creativity is outsourced, but its symbolic and material gains stay 

with the artist—a mechanism that reproduces, and even magnifies, the exploitation involved 

in outsourcing practices on the global market.
178

 

What comes to the fore here is, thus, the problem of instrumentalization. The relation 

between the artist and the participants does not pretend to be fully egalitarian, free of 

constraints, harmonious or ―fair,‖ as it does in Studio Venezia. Instead, the exhibition exposes 

the inherent asymmetry existing in every act of participation in art, as the artist is almost 

always the one gaining the most from this ―partnership.‖ It is from this enactment of the 

conflictual nature of participation that this work gains it critical power from. As Baumann 

rightfully notes:  

Afif‘s method touche[s] upon the instrumentalization of others while exposing this in 

order not to forget it. A political dimension unexpectedly emerge[s] [...] inasmuch as 

it [is] made clear that relationship, networks and the space that art occupies are based 

upon a diversely administered instrumentalization.
179

 

                                                
174

 See Afif, Interview by Meyer.  
175

 Unlike participatory artists like Thomas Hirschhorn and Santiago Sierra, who make a point of paying their 

participants, Afif always uses a voluntary model. 
176

 Daniel Baumann, ―Method, Reflection, Melancholy and a Conjurer‘s Hat: On the Work of Saâdane Afif,‖ in 

Technical Specifications (Rotterdam: Witte de With Publishers, 2008), 47. 
177

 Gray and Schafhausen, ―Introduction,‖ 43.  
178

 Outsourced workers in the business world at least receive some remuneration for their labor.  
179

 Baumann, ―Method,‖ 50.  
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And this must take us back to music, since it is the notion of the instrument that underlies this 

exhibition, both actively and metaphorically. The public becomes an instrument that 

reverberates Afif‘s art; music itself, as a social form—with its popularity, easy dissemination 

and accessibility—is instrumentalized to ―amplify‖ the artist‘s works. The participants play 

their instruments, but are also played as instruments in the grand symphony of Afif‘s oeuvre. 

It is in this context that the artist‘s provocative statement that ―music does not interest me at 

all,‖
180

 must be understood. By this he means that music is merely a tool, a highly effective 

instrument for summoning the social to serve his narcissistic ambitions. It is with this layered 

understanding of the act of musicking in Studio Paroles that we should reread the poem from 

the songbook quoted in the epigraph: 

 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

This is instrumental 

(Repeat)
181

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
180

 Afif, interview by the author. He claims something similar in Afif, interview by Jacquet. Elsewhere, he 

insists: ―I do not try to make music, I work within the field of art.‖ See Afif, interview by Meyer (my 

translation).   
181

 Tom Morton, Saâdane Afif, ―Hours,‖ in Paroles (Songbook) (Brussels: Wiels, Triangle Books, 2018), 29.  
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3. Ari Benjamin Meyers’s The name of this band is The Art 
 

I. Music as Role Playing 

The critical potential of instrumentalization is further explored in a recent music-based 

participatory project by the American artist and composer Ari Benjamin Meyers. For this 

project—titled The name of this band is The Art (2016), and conceived for a solo exhibition 

at the RaebervonStenglin Gallery in Zurich
182

—the artist published an open call for art 

students from Zurich with any kind of musical background to take part in a new band.
183

 

After a long process of auditioning, a band of four art students (three boys, one girl) who had 

not known each other before, was formed and named by the artist ―The Art.‖
184

  

The band was given a songbook, which was also made available for browsing in the 

gallery (much like in Paroles). The songbook consisted of ten titled short texts written for the 

occasion by the Irish writer John Holten. They were followed by ten musical scores 

composed by Meyers (base line, drum pattern, guitar chords and a voice melody) in the 

influence of Holten‘s stories. These scores were left untitled and lyricless [fig. 9].
185

 The 

band members had to title each score with one of the stories‘ titles, then to write their own 

lyrics for each song influenced by the original text, then to rehearse playing the songs, and 

finally to perform the whole set. This whole process was actually the exhibition itself.
186

 The 

                                                
182

 The gallery has since been closed.  
183

 The call was published on bulletin boards in local art schools (with a telephone number that can be ripped, 

like old-school announcements) and also on the online platforms of the gallery. It read: ―We are looking for  art 

students and recent graduates who play electric guitar, electric bass, keyboards, drums, and/or sing for the 

creation of a new band. A new rock band is being formed that will be the central aspect of a solo show by Ari 

Benjamin Meyers as RaebervonStenglin, Zurich from April 29–June 4, 2016.  In the week before the opening, 

there will be ca. 5 days of rehearsal and preparation together with the artist. During the show it is necessary for 

the performers to be free Wednesday through Friday 12:00-6:00pm and on Saturdays 11:00am-5:00pm, plus 

maybe a few late-night sessions tbd. The performers will receive a fee […] If you are interested please contact 

the gallery and send a bio (including any musical experience) and a short note why you might be interested in 

playing in a band as part of this gallery show‖ (RaebervonStenglin, ―We are looking for art students and recent 

graduates who play electric guitar, electric bass, keyboards, drums, and/or sing for the creation of a new band,‖ 

internal document, 2015).  
184

 The title of the work, ―The name of this band is The Art,‖ is a reference to a 1982 live album by the rock 

band Talking Heads (The Name of This Band Is Talking Heads), whose members also met in art school. The 

arrangement of The Art in the gallery resembled that album cover.  
185

 Except for one score which contained the words ―We art The Art‖ in repeat. See Ari Benjamin Meyers, The 

name of this band is The Art: Songbook (2016), exhibition publication. Unlike Afif, Meyers did not make this 

songbook available for sale after the show.  
186

 Unlike Afif and Veilhan, Meyers refrains from recording or mediating the performances in any official way, 

as he cherishes the ―messy‖ liveness of musical performances. As he explains: ―Every performance is in fact a 

unique social interaction, but that reality is greatly diminished by our increasingly mediated perception.‖ 

Accordingly, ―A situation, a social situation, cannot be recorded onto a CD.‖ See Ari Benjamin Meyers, 

interview by Marie-France Rafael, in Ari Benjamin Meyers: Music on Display, ed. Marie-France Rafael [Köln: 

Walther König, 2016], 28, 51, respectively. However, the artist allows the audience and the participants to make 

their own recordings. One such recording of a full concert by The Art, uploaded by one of the participants, 

served for the purposes of my analysis. See J.M. Schmid Bello, ―Ari Benjamin Meyers: The Name of this Band 
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entire five weeks of the show, then, were in fact an ongoing ―reality show,‖ where the visitors 

to the gallery could watch the band move from first studying the scores and writing lyrics, to 

rehearsing, to finally perform the songs in several consecutive concerts. At the end of the 

exhibition, The Art was broken up, as was contractually agreed in advance. 

 
Fig. 9. Ari Benjamin Meyers, The name of this band is The Art, 2016 (excerpt from the songbook, PDF version) 

The communicational mechanism in The name of this band is The Art (henceforth, 

―The Art‖) is similar in many respects to the one we saw in Paroles: a threefold exchange, 

where the artist, a designated writer, and several amateur participants (this time selected by 

the artist) participate in a creative interchange which culminates in the writing and playing of 

new songs. In both cases it is a songbook—one with lyrics alone, the other with lyrics and 

musical scores—that serves as the focal mediatory object.
187

  

However, unlike Afif, who professes that he is not interested in music at all, but only 

uses it,
188

 Meyers—a trained classical musician—continuously seeks to use art and its 

                                                                                                                                                  
is the Art,‖ YouTube video, 57:07, December 15, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=7&v=V6HFTcZ13_0. 
187

 Although in this case, it is the writer‘s words that are at the origin of the process, and not the artist‘s own 

works, like in Afif‘s projects.    
188

 See note 180.  



46 
 

conventions as way to explore and challenge music‘s own social qualities.
189

 Such social 

aspects, as the artist sees it, are as much relevant to our consideration of music as the sound-

outcome is:   

Music is not just that which you hear. It is the people making the music, the people 

behind this, the score, the contract, the situation, the labor conditions, etc.—that‘s 

literally the music! The sound is only the tip of the iceberg above the water. It is very 

different from making a painting, which can be pretty hermetic.
190

  

If in Afif‘s work sculptures are played with ―like they were musical pieces,‖
191

 in Meyers we 

often find the reversal: music ―becomes a sculptural medium‖
192

—its social codes and 

performative conventions are being reshaped in the hands of the artist.  

In this case, Meyers deconstructs the musical entity of ―the band,‖ a cultural construct 

which carries with it a great deal of romanticism. In the history of rock music, ―art school 

bands‖ have become something of a folklore. Many post-punk bands—including Talking 

Heads,
193

 Devo, Gang of Four, and later Sonic Youth—met during their studies at art schools, 

and the freedom and eccentricity associated with art was part of their aura. The band we 

encounter in this work, though, is very different from such bands, and also from the bands we 

met in Studio Paroles or in Studio Venezia. It is a casted, manufactured band, brought to life 

and ―killed‖ by the artist solely for the purpose of this exhibition.  

As it enters the gallery, this band is made into an a stereotype of an alternative rock 

band. For starters, the gallery is housed in a former garage, the traditional place for a young 

band to start off its career.
194

 The instrumental setup is as classic as could be: guitar, bass, 

drums and vocals. Around the performing four, we find all the customary merchandise and 

rock ephemera: take-away posters of the band (and a framed one); black shirts with the 

                                                
189

 Art historian Steyn Bergs notes how Meyers‘s ―institutional transposition‖ of music from one dispositif to 

another rescues music from the all-too-known habits and conventions of its traditional institutional framework, 

but at the same time subjects it ―to a different set of institutional codes and conditions—those of the 

contemporary art world.‖ See Steyn Bergs ―Institutional Transpositions: Two Music Exhibitions and the Politics 

of Attention,‖ all-over, no. 15 (2019): 60, http://allover-magazin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AO_15_6-

Bergs.pdf.  
190

 Ari Benjamin Meyers, interview by the author, April 23, 2019, telephone conversation.   
191

 See note 148.  
192

 Emma Lavigne, forward to Ari Benjamin Meyers: Music on Display, ed. Marie-France Rafael (Köln: Walther 

König, 2016), 8.  
193

 The band who inspired the project‘s title (see notes 184 and 199).  
194

 The term ―garage band‖ derives from this fact. See Roy Shuker, Popular Music: The Key Concepts, 2nd ed. 

(London, New York: Routledge, 2005), 140. In many cases Meyers develops his projects in correspondence 

with the specificity of the site of display. The fact that RaebervonStenglin gallery was housed in a former 

garage, indeed, gave him the idea to create something with a band, since a garage is ―a very typical starting 

point for a band.‖ See Meyers, interview by Rafael, 72. 
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band‘s logo hung on the wall, like they often are after a concert [fig. 10];
195

 and a DIY-style 

fanzine with crumpled, grainy, black-and-white photos of the straight-faced band 

members
196

—an alternative rock cliché [fig. 11]. The artist also worked with the band on a 

social choreography, or a ―performative score‖
197

—an ―how to‖ guide for behaving like a 

band: in rehearsal, during off time, in concert, etc.
198

 Before each song in their final 

performances, for instance, the lead singer would give a laconic and apathetic introduction 

(e.g., ―The next song is called x. It‘s a new one‖).
199

 

Rendering the band as stereotypical as possible by visual and performative tactics 

engenders the feeling that what one sees in front of them is not just a band, but the band—a 

paradigmatic representation, an archetype of this cultural form. The Art, therefore, is at once 

a specific, concrete band, but also a meta-band. As such, it draws the attention precisely to 

the structural and cultural conventions and codes that shape the notion of ―the band‖—any 

gesture, any object, any performer, becomes representative of this cultural form.     

What especially comes to the fore through the careful reproduction of these 

conventions is the notion of role playing; the fact that being in a band means taking upon 

oneself a certain identity and a certain set of customs. Nowhere in this project does this 

become more vivid than in the songbook. Holten‘s beautiful texts—written before the band 

ever came together—each provides an account of one of The Art‘s songs, written by a 

fictional nameless music critic who is a fan of the band. Every account intertwines several 

levels of description: it describes the song and its particular energy,
200

 the inside story that led 

The Art to write it, and the critic‘s own personal memories attached to this song. Through 

                                                
195

 There was one shirt for every day of the exhibition, and three that read: ―opening,‖ ―day 13,‖ and ―break up.‖ 
196

 The fanzine was launched at the finissage, and contained also all the song lyrics written by The Art. It was 

printed in an edition of 300 copies. See Ari Benjamin Meyers, The Art Zurich (2016), exhibition publication 

(fanzine).   
197

 My use of the term choreography is rooted in the artist‘s ideas: ―As soon as you have a musical performance 

of any kind,‖ he says, ―you have movement, you have human bodies doing things—a choreography. Even any 

conventional musical score contains within it an element of choreography.‖ See Meyers, interview by Rafael, 

43. 
198

 This information and other details regarding the preparation of the exhibition were given to me by the artist 

in our interview.    
199

 This phrasing alludes to the iconic laconic introductions of Talking Heads‘ lead singer David Byrne, which 

can be heard in the live album which inspired the title of this exhibition (―The Name of This Band is Talking 

Heads‖). The title of Talking Heads‘ live album is in itself a paraphrase on these dry introductions (―the name of 

this song is X‖).    
200

 For instance, the song ―Opening (Incipit)‖ is described as follows: ―The track itself is dense, knotted and 

difficult, clattering rhythms, scattered pulses of bass, no verse-chorus structure, not much of a tune. Somewhere 

between a mess and what one critic (known to hedge her bets) termed ‗a thrilling flood of barely marshalled 

ideas‘‖ (see Ari Benjamin Meyers, The Name Of This Band Is The Art: Songbook [2016] exhibition publication, 

4). The songs ―Union Pool‖ is described as ―a track that unashamedly enjoys a funky baseline that comes replete 

with bitter, knowing lyrics (ibid., 10).  
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these fragmentary anecdotes a certain mythology of a rock band is weaved, one that entails 

all the typical milestones: the voyage to the Big Apple (―After NYC they were a rock band‖), 

the inner strives, a bar fight, a cocaine addiction, living on the road, etc.  

At the same time, these literary accounts foster a sense of a disjunction of time,  as 

they tell the stories of songs yet to be written.
201

 It is prophetic songbook, which predates the 

songs but already knows how they sound like. And this clever disruption in time serves to 

emphasize how The Art—and any rock band, for that matter—always steps into a pre-fixated 

mold, a familiar image already carved out for it by society. Its storyline has already been 

written by culture; now all they have to do is merely to perform it.  

Like Pygmalion‘s statue, thus, the fictional characters from the songbook come to life 

in front of the audience‘s eyes. The fictive and the real, the scripted and the organic, merge to 

form a disorienting experience, further enhanced by the fact that certain anecdotes from the 

stories seem to depict precisely what was taking place inside the gallery. In the story ―Art 

Fair,‖ for example, we read about a ―art handler who has helped build this artificial stage, 

complete with its black carpet and clear delineation and onto which the members of the band 

plod and pick up their instruments, strumming along and staring back at the diffident 

audience that drift past‖
202

—an exact description of what the audience coming into 

RaebervonStenglin would encounter. The whole project, thus, becomes self-prophetical and 

self-referential ad nauseam, blurring the causal relations between a thing and its description, 

a thing at its image, to foster an epistemological paradox.
203

 The band members become like 

living Harold Cricks, the IRS worker from the film Stranger than Fiction, who one fine day 

starts to hear a voice narrating his life and discovers he is actually a character in a novel that 

is currently being written.  

The performativity of being in a rock band was made even more vivid by a simple 

gesture: before each session—whether a rehearsal or a performance—the band members were 

asked to change from their normal clothes, which they hanged on a rack beside the ―stage,‖ to 

identical white costumes [fig. 12]—a gesture that clearly indicated how being in a band 

                                                
201

 The book is given to the band in the opening.  
202

 Meyers, The Name, 16. Through this passage, the audience in the gallery also becomes a ―character‖ in this 

fictional/real narrative.   
203

 To make this even more blurry, like the real Art, the fictional Art is also an art school band which performs 

in different art venues. Accordingly, some of their songs are about are-related issues: ―The Opening,‖ ―Art 

Handler,‖ ―Art Fair,‖ ―100 Years of the Dada Now,‖ ―Biennale.‖    
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requires one to take on a custom (both social customs and physical ones); that every live 

performance is also a performance of a performance.
204

   

 
Fig. 10. Ari Benjamin Meyers, The name of this band is The Art, 2016 

 
Fig. 11. Ari Benjamin Meyers, The name of this band is The Art, 2016. Fanzine (excerpt) 

                                                
204

 The members of ―The Art‖ wore identical white costumes. White—possibly a representation the art world 

and its white cubes, but also of the fact that these performers are clean slates, waiting to be filled with substance.   
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Fig. 12. Ari Benjamin Meyers, The name 

 of this band is The Art, 2016. Clothes  

rack (detail) 

Famously, boy bands and girl bands of the 1990s, like Backstreet Boys, NSYNC and 

Spice Girls, were casted, named and marketed by record labels to maximize potential 

revenue.
205

 But alternative rock bands, which The Art imitates, are often conceived as 

authentic and organic. As Meyers notes, ―Going back to my youth and playing in bands, you 

never questioned the authenticity of a band. With an actor, we ask if he is authentic or not, 

but music is somehow automatically viewed as authentic. And I think one should always 

question that.‖
206

  

This project does just that. By insisting on emphasizing the performative aspects of 

being in a band, by replicating conventions and clichés, and by showing the ―mythology‖ of 

the band to predate its actual formation, the project sheds light on the artificiality of the ―rock 

band,‖ exposing it as a carefully constructed cultural form, rather than an organic form of 

self-expression. And with the exposure of its ―tricks,‖ rock culture undergoes a process of de-

mystification.  

 

II. Beyond Instrumentalization 

The demystification of ―the band‖ is achieved in this project by another strategic act: the 

hanging of the contract signed between the artist and the band members on the gallery‘s wall 

                                                
205

 This even goes back to the 1960s, when the famous Monkees were casted in LA as part of an American TV 

series, making it arguably the first boy band.    
206

 Meyers, interview by the author.   
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[fig. 13].
207

 By doing that, Meyers shows how playing in a band is a labor like all others. Not 

a privileged activity, but a carefully administered job. This formal document, written in Swiss 

German, details the artist‘s exclusive rights for the band‘s name, the composed songs and 

their distribution; the role of the artist as the sole producer and agent of this band; the notice 

period if a member wants to leave the band (four weeks); the band‘s dates of formation and 

disbandment (first and final day of the show); and the prohibition of performing or recording 

together under this name after the show has ended. The birth and break-up of this synthetic 

band, thus, turns merely into a judicial, bureaucratic, affair—
208

diametrically opposed to the 

kind of stories of bands‘ break-ups we know from popular culture (and to the story written for 

the band by Holten). A great gap is, therefore, revealed between romantic image and real life.  

What this showcasing of the contract also highlights is the clear hierarchy between the 

artist and the participants. The former takes the role of the omnipotent music producer, who 

selects the band members, names the band, tells them when to perform, what to wear, what to 

sing, and even how to behave, and finally keeps the rights for the songs.
209

 More than in 

Studio Paroles, and definitely more than in Studio Venezia, we encounter here a flagrantly 

asymmetrical relationship between the artist and his participants. Opposite to Veilhan and his 

participants, here the artist is the professional and the participants are the amateurs.
210

 The 

asymmetry between them is multifold: there is the relation between an employer and 

employed, based on a ―job interview‖
211

; between a successful international artist and 

ambitious art students who settle for exhibiting themselves in the gallery when exhibiting 

their work is not yet possible; and between a professional musician, who had worked as a 

conductor and a composer, and amateur musicians, specifically chosen for their 

amateurism.
212

  

                                                
207

 This is the only instance in Meyers‘s body of work where he chose to present the contract signed with his 

participants. 
208

 The act of naming a band is explored by another participatory work, by artist Annika Eriksson, titled Hannah 

Arendt Band (2010). In this project, performed at the launch of the multi-venue exhibition Correct Me If I’m 

Critical, the artist invited a punk band to perform their own music, but renamed the band ―Hannah Arendt‖ to 

explore the expectations of the visitors and the power of naming.      
209

 A character of a former conductor-turned-music-producer—in the image of Meyers—also finds its way into 

Holten‘s text: ―I think of the producer of The Art and I imagine not only him conducting orchestras in regal 

concert halls but also as a train conductor, signaling a continent wide network of locomotives, hurtling in every 

direction‖ (See Meyers, The Name, 6) 
210

 Meyers has only entered the field of contemporary art in the past decade or so. Before, he had worked as a 

conductor. His first solo exhibition at a commercial gallery was in 2013 at Esther Schipper Gallery, Berlin, 

where he exhibited the project Songbook, discussed in the next part of this thesis.  
211

 The artist sees the casting process as ―part of the work itself.‖ See Meyers, interview by Rafael, 71.  
212

 The open call states: ―Some experience being in bands would be helpful, but more important is a certain 

energy, curiousness and attitude in the approach to playing an instrument as opposed to musical mastery; you 

should somewhat know your way around your instrument but we are not principally looking for professional 
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Fig. 13. Ari Benjamin Meyers, The name of this band is The Art, 2016. Framed and  

hanged contract between artist and participants  

It is entirely crucial from this standpoint that the project takes place in a commercial 

gallery—the place where not just The Art, but also art itself is commodified;
213

 where it 

becomes a product, much like The Art becomes the product of Meyers-the-producer. In this 

way, the work shows us not only the cultural conventions of rock music, but also the 

mechanisms of control that sustain it. It shows us how music is always ―packaged in a certain 

way by the music industry and then presented to us as a completely finished, perfectly 

consumable thing,‖ as Meyers puts it.
214

 This recalls Jacques Attali‘s claim that in a 

thoroughly consumerist society, difference, immaterial pleasure and social relations—all of 

which are integral to music—are all easily commercialized, reified and finally homogenized:  

Music, an immaterial pleasure turned commodity, now heralds a society of the sign, 

of the immaterial up for sale, of the social relation unified in money
215

 [...] 

unquantifiable and unproductive, a pure sign that is now for sale, it provides a rough 

sketch of the society under construction, a society in which the informal is mass 

                                                                                                                                                  
musicians or singers. The ability to read music is appreciated but not necessary.‖ See RaebervonStenglin, ―We 

are looking.‖ 
213

 A passage from the songbook, telling the story of a band member who left The Art, brings up the similarity 

between the commercialization of the music industry and that of the art world: ―The bizarre accusation of Hahn 

[…] highlighted for Z—the already reluctant member of a group only beginning to formulate their position in 

the world—that the artworld had its ability to reinforce the excesses and eccentricities of the pop world in a 

robust, even dangerous way, and that music and artistic creation would be prone to just the same demands as 

they were in the commercial music sector.‖ See, Meyers, The Name, 17.  
214

 See Ari Benjamin Meyers, ―The art of the contemporary 6,‖ interview by Marie-France Rafael, 60 Pages, 

n.d., http://www.60pages.com/posts/ the-art-of-the-contemporary-6. 
215

 Attali, Noise, 3–4. 
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produced and consumed, in which difference is artificially recreated in the 

multiplication of semi-identical objects.‖
216

 

Indeed, the ―semi-identical‖ participants in this work serve almost like marionettes, empty 

vessels, tabula rasa awaiting to be charged with meaning and receive instructions.
217

 They 

become, most simply, an instrument; a vehicle for the artist to explore the notion of ―the 

band‖ through the medium of other people. The work is a good example of what art historian 

Claire Bishop calls a ―delegated performance‖: ―[T]he act of hiring nonprofessionals or 

specialists in other fields to undertake the job of being present and performing at a particular 

time and a particular place on behalf of the artist.‖
218

  

Bishop rejects the reductive evaluation of such works according to a set of ethical 

precepts like the elimination of the artist‘s authoriality, the democratization of the artistic 

process, etc. Instead, she favors works that, in fact, enact the tensions between artist and 

performers and by doing so highlight the complex power dynamics and dependence 

structures which exist both in the art world and in society at large.
219

 Rather than being 

harmonious and convivial, the relationship generated in many interesting delegated 

performances, she writes, ―is a continual play of mutual tension, recognition, and 

dependency—more akin to the collectively negotiated dynamic of stand-up comedy, or to 

BDSM sex, than to a ladder of progressively more virtuous political forms.‖
220

 

This are the kind of uncomfortable relations we meet in The Art. The performers in 

this project become an embodiment of an idea. They are twice objectified: both as a 

collective representation of ―the band‖ and as a collective representation of ―art.‖ As Bishop 

notes, in many instances delegated performers are being brought in to perform their own 

socio-economic category.
221

 In this case, the band members perform the category of young 

                                                
216

 Attali, Noise, 5.  
217

 In the songbook, they are simply referred to as: X, C, A and Z.  
218

 See Claire Bishop, ―Delegated Performance: Outsourcing Authenticity,‖ October 140 (2012): 91.  
219

 One of the problems with Bishop‘s criticism is that she claims one should not draw a direct line between 

artistic participation and real particpation, artistic structures and real social strucutres, but on the other hand she 

favors projects that enact what she views as a truer picture of social relations (namely, antagonistic and 

dissensual). 
220

 Claire Bishop, ―Participation and the Spectacle,‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991–2011, 

ed. Nato Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012), 41. Bishop refers 

here to Sherry Arnstein‘s ―ladder of citizen participation,‖ which ranks citizen participation in planning 

processes, and has become a go-to reference for art critics who value participatory works by the amount of 

control over the process the participants are endowed with. See Sherry R. Arnstein, ―A Ladder of Citizen 

Participation,‖ Journal of the American Planning Association 35, no. 4 (1969): 216–24.  
221

 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London, New York: 

Verso, 2012), 219.  
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art students: symbolizing the free spirit associated with this social category,
222

 but also the 

very specific history of ―art school bands.‖ They are named ―The Art‖ and, thus, turned into 

pure signifiers, an allegory of their shared background. 

Using people as an illustration of an idea or a category takes instrumentalization 

further than we saw in Studio Paroles. But it is only by virtue of this blatant 

instrumentalization and enactment of power relations that this work manages to explore in a 

productive and compelling way its main theme—the tension between authenticity and 

artificiality, the real and the performative, freedom and control, as it is manifested in music. 

All the strategies to which the artist subjects the participants—performativity, 

stereotypization, commodification, instrumentalization—indeed make us question the 

authenticity of ―the band,‖ but at the same time reveal another thing: music‘s unshakable 

claim to truth. Its ability to transcend the ―instrumental reason‖ of capitalist society.
223

  

The fact is that while everything around them and about them is completely artificial, 

manufactured, staged, these four strangers still do become a band in the duration of the 

exhibition. They learn how to talk and listen to one another, play and compose together, 

express themselves by writing lyrics and interpreting the songs, develop a collective musical 

identity and share a certain energy ―on stage.‖
224

 As the artist stresses, ―It is a completely 

artificial situation taking place in an art gallery, and in the same time it is totally real.‖
225

 The 

band members are fully controlled, and yet they still create something entirely new, of their 

own. ―The frame is set but the outcome is completely unknown,‖
226

 as the artist puts it.
227

 

This is also where the uniqueness of the act of musical interpretation comes in: a process that 

is strongly confined to the written score, but nevertheless entails infinite possibilities.  

The Art, thus, offers the viewers/listeners an ambivalent experience, a cognitive 

dissonance of sorts, where one oscillates between the knowledge of the entire artificiality of 

the whole situation, on the one hand, and the recognition of its absolute realness, on the other 

                                                
222

 As Meyers explains: ―Art students have a certain specificity to them. The art school is a place where very 

young people are just starting to think about art.‖ Meyers, interview by the author.  
223

 I borrow this term from Max Horkheimer, who views ―instrumental reason‖ (instrumentellen Vernunft), as 

the form of thinking that dominates Western society since the Enlightenment. See Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of 

Reason (London, New York: Continuum, 2004), esp. ch. 1 (―Means and Ends‖). Originally published in 1947. 
224

 The relatively long duration of the exhibition format is paramount for this process to materialize, as Meyers 

explains: ―It is really necessary that the show would be five, six or eight weeks [...] If you tried to do ―The Art‖ 

in five days or a week it wouldn‘t work the same [...] The durational element is such a big part of it.‖ Ari 

Benjamin Meyers, interview by the author. 
225

 Ibid. 
226

 Ari Benjamin Meyers, interview by Rafael, 71.  
227

 A video documentation of a restaging of the project in Lyon Contemporary Art Biennale 2017—with the 

same framework and same scores, but with different ―band‖ members—shows the very different musical 

interpretation of the same score by a different group of participants. A short excerpt of this performance is 

available in the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XCh_VswkqM. 
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hand—a tension between the artificial and the organic, amounting to a certain uncanniness.
228

 

Is it a ―real‖ performance or a performance of a performance? A band or a simulacra of band? 

As the history of rock music teaches us, these contradictions can co-exist in music, a form of 

art that can be sincere and manipulative all at the same time. The Art brings out this 

paradoxical quality of this art form. At the end of the day, the work implies, a song is a song 

is a song. Even if all that surrounds it is fake, it still entails a certain truth. Or as the German 

philosopher Herbert Marcuse once proclaimed: ―The music of the soul is also the music of 

salesmanship.‖
229
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 The tension between artificiality and realness is at the core of the psychological effect of ―the uncanny.‖ As 

psychologist Ernst Jentsch has famously explained, ―one of the most reliable artistic devices for producing 

uncanny effects easily is to leave the reader in uncertainty as to whether he has a human person or rather an 

automaton before him in the case of a particular character.‖ Similarly, in The Art, the spectators remain 

uncertain whether the characters in front of them and their behavior are ―real‖ or staged. See Ernst Jentsch, ―On 

the Psychology of the Uncanny,‖ trans. Roy Sellars, http://www.art3idea.psu.edu/locus/Jentsch_uncanny.pdf. 

Originally published in German in 1906.    
229

 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (London, 

New York: Routledge, 1991), 61, my emphasis. First published in 1964.  
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First Part: Summary 

The three works discussed in this part all use music as a way of opening up both the 

procedures of art making and the spatio-temporal boundaries of the art exhibition. They, thus, 

offer what we can call an audibly expanded exhibition.
230

 In all of them the gallery turns from 

a place of mere presentation to a place of production, and the final musical result—be it a 

performance or a recording—is largely taken out of the hands of the artist.  

Despite these obvious similarities between the three projects, their motivations, 

procedures and corresponding conceptual (and affective) results are diverse. The social 

identity of the participants, their musical education, the artist‘s own musical background, the 

structure of the process, the production of space, the relationship between the musical and the 

non-musical components of the exhibition, the institutional and geographic contexts, the type 

of music produced and played, the issues of authoriality, copyrights and remuneration, the 

duration of each project and its methods of dissemination, the level of creative freedom given 

to the participants and the process of their selection—all of these variables differ greatly from 

project to project and shape the relations between artist and participants (and between the 

participants themselves), as well as their conceptual and political resonances, in very different 

ways.     

 Studio Venezia offers a romanticizing view of music as an inherently convivial, 

positive and egalitarian form of social exchange, which transcends geographical boundaries. 

The relations between artist and participants are completely neutralized, and questions of 

accessibility, privilege and power relations remain unasked. The artist merely takes the role 

of a host who facilitates ideal recording settings for an international network of professional 

musicians, while his relationship with them lacks any self-reflection or critical perspective. In 

addition, instead of using art to deconstruct music‘s conventions, the procedures of high-end 

music making and specifically the apparatus of the recording studio are fetishized in a way 

that perpetuates quality-driven and technophilic attitudes.  

Studio Paroles offers a more nuanced understanding and employment of musical 

interactions. It offers a democratic model of participation, but at the same time uses its 

participants for an egocentric goal—to ―amplify‖ the artist‘s oeuvre by taking advantage of 

the popularity, simplicity and easy dissemination of music. By doing this, the work stresses 

the instrumentalization underling participation in art. The network that is created in this 

project, in any case, is much more socially heterogeneous and conceptually-defined than the 

                                                
230

 To paraphrase Gene Youngblood‘s Expanded Cinema (New York: P. Dutton, 1970). I have already 

mentioned this book in note 2 of the introduction.   



57 
 

one we saw in Studio Venezia. Rather than bringing-in professional musicians to do their own 

thing, without offering any conceptual framework, Afif creates an ―hyper-linked‖ network of 

amateurs and professionals, locals and internationals, bound only by the artist‘s own oeuvre. 

The artist‘s body of work, thus, becomes a generator not only of new artworks, but also of the 

production of unpredictable interpersonal exchanges.  

The name of this band is The Art takes the issue of the power dynamics between artist 

and participant to the next level. The artist does not only own the band‘s compositions, but 

owns the band itself, inventing and dismantling it for the purposes of the exhibition only. By 

emphasizing the clear hierarchy between himself and his participants, and by subjugating ―his 

band‖ to a strict set of conventions and clichés—visual, performative and narrative alike—the 

artist exposes the artificiality of the ―rock band,‖ but also music‘s ability to overcome this 

artificiality by its irrefutable claim to truth.  

 These projects also reflect varying approaches to their institutional and geographical 

contexts and to the social dynamics that sustain them. Studio Venezia uncritically reproduces 

the globalist values of Venice Biennale and the experience-oriented mechanisms of tourism 

culture. Studio Paroles offers a more locally embedded approach, in which the art institution 

is forced not only to connect but also to rely on its immediate social environment for the 

success of the project. The Art, while locally anchored as well, puts more emphasis on the 

institutional context: the commercial gallery becomes part of the logic of the work by 

emphasizing the commodification of the band.  

 The place where participation unfolds—particularly the institutional framework—will 

become more crucial in the works discussed in the next part of this study, which examines 

how music is applied as a way of vocalizing the art institution and its people. Another aspect 

of musical communication which will gain more significance in the next part is the musical 

score, which has only been explored rather tentatively thus far. We will see how the score 

becomes a powerful locus for generating and representing social relations, and thus an 

important source for the analysis of music-based participatory projects.   
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Second Part: Vocalizing the Institution 

The three projects discussed in the first part of this thesis have all used music as a form of 

mediation between the artist and the ―outside world,‖ as a tool of opening up the hermetic 

gallery to different outside agents. The two case studies analyzed in this part of the research, 

by artists Peter Liversidge and Ari Benjamin Meyers, go the opposite direction: they look—

or rather listen—inwards, to the ―guts‖ of the institution, applying the procedures of 

musicking to mediate between the artist and the people of his hosting venue.  

As these projects engage pre-existing collectives, the focus of this part will shift from 

questions of communication and exchange to questions of collectivity and social identity, and 

will give more room to discuss not only how music shapes the collective, but also how it 

represents it.  

Art historian Grant Kester has noted that in many participatory projects that engage a 

pre-existing community, the  

 ‗artist‘ is differentiated (or aesthetically ‗distanced‘) from the community as an 

enunciative channel, matrix, or catalyst. Each of these functions in turn implies a 

particular representational relationship of speaking ‗for,‘ ‗through,‘ ‗with,‘ ‗about,‘ or 

‗on behalf of‘ other subjects whose own unity as a ‗community‘ is in turn the product 

of contingent processes of identification.
231

  

It is this representational relationship, in its musical manifestations, that I wish to explore 

here. I will ask: what kind of voice are the workers given? What perceptions of the collective 

does each project reflect, and what visions for it does each foster? In addition, I will examine 

how music can be used to consolidate the institution‘s image and its underlying ideology, on 

the one hand, but also to unweave its integrity and reflect upon its conventions, on the other 

hand.  
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 Grant H. Kester, ―Aesthetic Evangelists: Conversion and Empowerment in Contemporary Community Art,‖ 

Afterimage 22 (1995): https://slought.org/media/files/grantkester_aestheticevangelists.pdf, n.p. 



59 
 

4. Peter Liversidge’s The Bridge (Choral Piece for Tate Modern) 
 

I. The Choir as Spectacle   

In 2016, after a decade of construction and 260m£ of spending, the Tate Modern finally 

inaugurated the impressive Switch House, a lavish ten-storey tower extending the museum‘s 

exhibition space by 60 percent.
232

 For the occasion, the British artist Peter Liversidge was 

invited by the museum to create an artwork that would be performed at the opening day. The 

result was the musical piece The Bridge (Choral Piece for Tate Modern) [Henceforth, The 

Bridge], a cycle of 16 songs telling the story of the Tate‘s new and old buildings from the 

perspective of the people who work in the institution or have come into contact with it.
233

 The 

performance was a grandiose affair:
234

 500 black-attired singers from 24 London-based 

amateur choirs convened in the Turbine Hall and sang in unison for about half an a hour from 

their dark-grey libretti (which were made available for the audience as well) [fig. 14].
235

 All 

the songs were composed by the artist, who is not a musician by training,
236

 with the help of 

the musical director and conductor for the project, Esmeralda Conde Ruiz. They all 

comprised solely of an a cappella melody and simple lyrics.  

The performance was preceded by a long dialogical process. For several months the 

artist conducted interviews with everyone from the director of the Tate Modern to curators, 

porters, cashiers, construction workers of the new building, visitors to the museum, museum 

volunteers, local residents, etc.
237

 He asked them for their thoughts and visions for the old and 

new buildings.
238

 From the abundance of materials he collected, he chose a few short, simple 

                                                
232

 The extension was designed by the architects of the original building, the Swiss duo Herzog & de Meuron. 
233

 The title, The Bridge, refers to the walkway between the old building and its extension, but can also be read 

as a metaphor for the way Liversidge‘s own project bridges between different people and groups. 
234

 The performance launched three weeks of live art in the Tate, which included the restaging of Tania 

Bruguera Tatlin’s Whisper #5 (2008), and Roman Ondak‘s Good Feelings for Good Times (2007), a queue of 

people leading nowhere.  
235

 The songbook was later made available for purchase in an edition of a 1,000 copies. The lyrics and musical 

directions I analyze in this chapter are from this songbook. See: Peter Liversidge, The Bridge (Choral Piece for 

Tate Modern) (London: Tate Modern, 2016), exhibition publication (songbook). 
236

 Liversidge only started to incorporate music into his work in recent years. Prior to The Bridge, he had used 

music in Note on Protesting (2014) and Icelandic Choral Piece (2014). Like Veilhan, though, Liversidge is a 

big music fan. See Peter Liversidge, ―Peter Liversidge: ‗My work is solely about engagement,‘‖ interview by 

Natasha Kurchanova, Studio International, October 11, 2016, 

https://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/peter-liversidge-interview-twofold-sean-kelly-gallery-new-york.  
237

 Clarisse Loughrey, ―How a 500-strong amateur choir became the centerpiece of the new Tate Modern,‖ 

Independent, June 17, 2016, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/how-a-500-strong-

amateur-choir-became-the-centrepiece-of-the-new-tate-modern-a7087726.html.  
238

 The artist also dug the Tate‘s archive to find out how the original building had been received by the public 

when it had opened in 2000. The song ―Bridge & Wobble,‖ for instance, is based on reactions to the Millennium 

Bridge, which opened at about the same time as Tate Modern. See Richard Brooks, ―Hod lotta love—Tate 

Modern‘s song tribute to brickies,‖ Sunday Times, April 10, 2016, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/hod-lotta-

love-tate-moderns-song-tribute-to-brickies-8crgf7rzb. 
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sentences as lyrics for the songs:
239

 phrases like ―laying tracks in front of the train,‖ ―I‘m not 

an expert,‖ ―will you welcome us in?‖
240

  

Fig. 14. Peter Liversidge, The Bridge, 2016 

The scores included ―mood‖ directions as well—e.g., ―angry,‖ ―confessional,‖ etc.—

but the unscripted mood of the whole performance was quite clearly celebratory. The song 

―The Future,‖ for instance, was to be sung in a ―positive and supportive‖ mood, and ―500 

Bricks‖ in a ―proud‖ mood. The last song, ―The Building,‖ was to be sung in a 

―celebration/soulful‖ mood, and it ended the performance on a laudatory note, as the choir 

sang: ―The building in itself is enough, it‘s a gift!‖ [fig. 15].
241

 The performance, thus, was 

perfectly in line with the festive atmosphere of the opening event, sponsored by the Japanese 

                                                
239

 The interviews amounted to 43 hours of recordings, of which only a tiny selection was finally used. See 

Liversidge, interview by Kurchanova.   
240

 The sound of the walls of the Turbine Hall was also recorded by attaching to them sensitive contact 

microphones. This recording was played at the start and at the end of the performance, and the singers joined in 

by humming in the same tone (hence the titles of the first and last ―songs‖—―The Hum‖).   
241

 See Liversidge, The Bridge, n.p. (song 15: ―The Building‖). The curatorial text explains that this song ―looks 

forward to the future and the gift that the new building offers London.‖ See Ibid., n.p. In 2005, architecture critic 

Rowan Moore, writing for a book published by Tate, used a similar language, describing the Turbine Hall as ―a 

huge free gift to the public.‖ See Rowan Moore, ―Architecture in Motion,‖ in Tate Modern: The First Five 

Years (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 30. Quoted in Wouter Davidts, ―The Vast and the Void On Tate 

Modern‘s Turbine Hall and ‗The Unilever Series,‘‖ Footprint, no. 1: 77. 
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clothing giants Uniqlo.
242

 It promised a bright future ahead and praised the new ―gift‖ Tate 

has bestowed upon the people of London, represented here by the choirs coming from all 

corners of town.
243

  

It was perfectly fitting that this grand performance was staged at the Turbine Hall, the 

architectural tour de force of the Tate,
244

 where some of the largest museal installations of  

recent decades have been installed as part of the Unilever Series, and more recently as part of 

the Hyundai Commission.
245

 These commissions have been criticized throughout the years as 

paragons of the spectacularization of contemporary art.
246

 Architecture historian and critic 

James Meyer, for instance, has deemed works made for the Unilever Series as dwarfing 

spectacles, reducing the viewer into ―lilliputian stature.‖ He views the Turbine Hall as an 

emblem of a contemporary art world increasingly obsessed with size and dazzlement instead 

of ideas and reflection, one which fosters the creation of monumental artworks for huge 

spaces for the sole purpose of attracting ―a mass audience that cannot fail to be overwhelmed 

by the magnitude of the installation itself.‖
247

 

Participatory art, on the other hand, is usually associated with an anti-spectatorial 

impetus, proposing visually ungratifying works in which doing is more important than 
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 The Tate website declares: ―This performance is part of the opening weekend for the new Tate Modern, 

brought to you by Uniqlo.‖ See Tate, ―The Bridge (Choral Piece for Tate Modern),‖ 

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/special-event/new-tate-modern-opening-weekend/bridge. 
243

 The Tate takes great pride in its architecture, as the following articles show: Nicholas Serota, ―A New 

Landmark,‖ in Tate Modern: The First Five Years (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 5–6; Martin Gayford, ―A 

New Space for a New Art,‖ in Tate Modern: The First Five Years (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 7–12; and 

Chris Smith, ―The Political Impact,‖ in Tate Modern: The First Five Years (London: Tate Publish, 2005), 17–

22. All cited in Wouter Davidts, ―The Vast and the Void: On Tate Modern‘s Turbine Hall and ‗The Unilever 

Series,‘‖ Footprint, no. 1: 77.   
244

 The Turbine Hall is one of the world‘s largest spaces for exhibiting art: 155m long, 23m wide and 35m high. 

See Davidts, ―The Vast,‖ 78.  
245

 From 2000 to 2012 the consumer goods giants Unilever gave more than 4.4m£ a year for the execution of a 

massive site-specific installation in the space. Since 2015, Hyundai pays more than 5m£ a year for the annual 

Huyndai Commission. See David Batty, ―Unilever ends £4.4m sponsorship of Tate Modern‘s turbine hall,‖ 

Guardian, August 16, 2012, https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2012/aug/16/unilever-ends-turbine-hall-

sponsorship; and Mark Brown, ―Tate Modern Announces Huge Sponsorship Deal with Hyundai,‖ Guardian, 

January 20, 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/jan/20/tate-modern-sponsorship-deal-

hyundai. Some of the massive projects produced by these commissions include Rachel Whiteread‘s universe of 

empty boxes (EMBANKMENT, 2005), Anish Kapoor‘s gigantic trumpet (Marsyas, 2002), Olafur Eliasson‘s 

artificial sun (The Weather Project, 2003), or more recently Abraham Cruzvillegas‘s urban park (Empty Lot, 

2015). 
246

 These critiques are summarized in Davidts, ―The Vast.‖ 
247

 See James Meyer, ―No More Scale: The Experience of Size in Contemporary Sculpture,‖ Artforum 42, no. 10 

(2004): 221. This spectacularization has everything to do with exhibiting financial dominancy as well, as Guy 

Debord reminds us: ―The spectacle is capital accumulated to the point that it becomes images.‖ See Guy 

Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. Ken Knabb (London: Rebel Press, 1983), 17. Originally published in 

French in 1967.  
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looking.
248

 Art historian Carol Becker, for instance, notes how participatory artists tend to 

organize ―small locations of utopian interaction,‖ which offer an alternative to ―a world 

overrun by the spectacle.‖
249

 Tino Sehgal‘s participatory project staged at the Turbine Hall in 

2012 (These Associations) was in line with this tendency, and, indeed, successful—at least 

partially—in subverting the extravagant conventions of this hall by applying minor, anti-

ocular, aesthetics. Unlike Anish Kapoor‘s gargantuan trumpet (Marsyas, 2002) or Olafur 

Eliasson‘s enormous artificial sun (The Weather Project, 2003), all the audience met in These 

Associations were a few dozens of paid participants moving around the space in a loosely 

organized manner, alternating between walking, singing, running, and engaging audience 

members in one-on-one conversations by sharing with them deeply personal stories [fig. 16].  

   
Fig. 15. Peter Liversidge, The Bridge (Choral Piece for Tate), 2016.  

The song ―The Building‖ from the project‘s songbook    

                                                
248

 Claire Bishop discusses this anti-spectatorial reputation of participatory art in her essay ―Participation and 

Spectacle: Where Are We Now?‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, ed. Nato 

Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012), 35–6.  
249

 Carol Becker, ―Microutopias: Public Practice in the Public Sphere,‖ in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art 

from 1991-2011, ed. Nato Thompson (New York, Cambridge, MA, London: Creative Times, MIT Press, 2012), 

68. 
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Liversidge‘s project, however, shows us that no medium is spectacle-proof, not even 

participatory art. Instead of proposing an alternative, like Sehgal has, Liversidge took the 

opposite route, aligning himself with the trend towards ―enlargement, expansion, 

multiplication, amplification‖—to use the words of architecture historian Wouter Davidts—

for which the Turbine Hall has become an emblem.
250

 The monumentalization of the 

performance was created here not only by bringing-in hundreds of participants, but also by 

organizing them in a strict rectangular formation, synchronizing their movements, dressing 

them all in black and directing them to sing in complete unison. In the dramatic settings of 

this ―awe-inspiring‖ space,
251

 the colossal choir—a Christian form—epitomized the notion of 

the contemporary art museum as the new cathedral of our times, designed to evoke awe rather 

than criticality. Music was returned to its old-age role of imbuing a magnificent space with an 

aura of the sublime—offering a secular Mass praising the ―gift‖ the great institution has given 

the people of London. 

 
Fig. 16. Tino Sehgal, These Associations, 2012 

 

II. A Community of Plebs 

The performance itself, as I have already mentioned, was only the final stage of a long 

process of interviewing varied museum employees and local actors. These participants 
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 Davidts, ―The Vast,‖ 78.  
251

 This is how one of the participating singers described the space. See Annie Lyons, ―Ten Reasons Why I Love 

My Choir,‖ Annie Lyons (blog), November 27, 2017, https://annielyons.com/2017/11/27/ten-reasons-why-i-

love-my-choir. 
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remain invisible in the performance, but they are nevertheless an integral part of the work. 

After all, it is their thoughts and ideas that are being vocalized. So how are they represented 

in the score and in the musical performance?  

In his essay ―The Artist as Ethnographer‖ art historian Hal Foster points to the 

problematic application of ethnographic-like methodologies by contemporary artists who 

work with local communities. In many such projects, he notes, the artist serves as an outsider 

who is licensed to represent a certain community for the intrigued art world, and in the 

process to objectify it.
252

 In his discussion of community-based projects, art historian Grant 

Kester makes a similar point, criticizing such artists/delegates for the way they ―position 

themselves as the vehicle for a kind of unmediated expressivity on the part of a given 

community.‖
253

 Miwon Kwon has pointed out that in such projects the entitlement of the 

artist to represent the ―other,‖ to speak for a certain community, often goes unquestioned.
254

  

While The Bridge does not engage a topical social issue or a clearly marginalized 

community, as many of the community-based projects discussed by Kwon, Foster and Kester 

do, it is still exemplary of such dynamics, whereby the artist takes the role of ―an outsider 

who has the institutionally sanctioned authority to engage the locals in the production of their 

(self-) representation.‖
255

 Liversidge is invited by the Tate to celebrate its new building, and 

immediately assumes the role of a delegate, speaking on behalf of this group of employees 

and locals. Sanctioned not only to transmit their impressions, but to filter those as well: to 

decide what is relevant, what is representative, and what is not. 

The artist, it seems, was fascinated by the people he met in the museum:   

I recall an incredible meeting with a group of ladies who came to the museum through 

an outreach programme for the elderly. None of them had been to the Tate before, 

although they lived within a mile. One of the ladies‘ husbands used to work as an 

engineer in the building when it was a power station. This lady had a link to the 

building before it was transformed into the Tate. What was astonishing was that her 

husband worked for the power station for almost 20 years until he retired. At no point 
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 See Hal Foster, ―The Artist as Ethnographer‖ in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the 

Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), 171–203. 
253

 See Grant H. Kester, Aesthetic Evangelists, n.p. Kester‘s criticism is rooted in sociologist Pierre Bourdieu‘s 

analysis of the practice of political representation. While the political delegate assumes its power from a certain 

community, Bourdieu claims, the community is also partially constituted by the signifying role of the delegate. 

See Pierre Bourdieu, ―La délégation et le fétichisme politique,‖ Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales, no. 

52–53 (1984): 49–55. 
254

 Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, MA, London: 

MIT Press, 2002), 138. The essays by Foster and Kester are mentioned by Kwon in the same chapter.   
255

 Ibid., 138.   

https://www.persee.fr/collection/arss
https://www.persee.fr/issue/arss_0335-5322_1984_num_52_1?sectionId=arss_0335-5322_1984_num_52_1_3331
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during that period did she visit him at work, even though they lived a 15-minute walk 

away.
256

 

The elderly ladies‘ lack of interest in the museum and in the building is ―astonishing‖ in the 

eyes of the artist. His anthropological curiosity reflects this outsider‘s gaze on the intriguing 

locals, a certain ―remaking of the other in neo-primitivist guise,‖ to use Foster‘s words.
257

  

But who exactly is this ―other‖? Seemingly, it is hard to define this community, since 

the artist interviewed various actors coming from a myriad of social strata. Upon closer 

inspection, though, it becomes clear that it is not the words of the museum‘s director or the 

curators that make up the majority of lyrics. Rather, it is the words of the ―common people‖: 

construction workers, low-level employees, volunteers, etc. As the artist himself explains, ―it 

was very important that all choirs that took part were amateur choirs: I wanted a similar 

demographic to perform the choral piece as the people who provided the material for the 

choral piece.‖
258

 The choir, thus, serves as a stand-in—or quite literally as the voice—of the 

interviewees, who themselves stand for a certain ―demographic.‖
259

 The great variety of 

groups and individuals represented in the choirs—from a LGBT refugees and asylum 

seekers‘ choir to a blind people‘s choir to a British-Japanese choir—and among the 

interviewees are bundled together and ultimately reduced to an imaginary sociological 

monolith we may call ―the plebs.‖ 

And this monolith is depicted in this project, somewhat stigmatically, as utterly 

prosaic. The artist‘s self-professed aim was to explore people‘s ―relationship to the gallery, 

it‘s architecture, the collection as well as their vision for the new Tate Modern,‖
260

 but the 

actual lyrics he compiled mainly communicate concrete, dry, information, and thus 

perpetuate an image of the working-class as earthly and practical. By vocalizing lines like 

―you‘ve got a bridge but it wobbles,‖ ―laying tracks in front of the train,‖ ―it‘s a nice place to 

come,‖ ―it‘s my first time,‖ ―we‘re not experts,‖ Liversidge seems to associate ―simple 

people‖ with simple ideas. The builders, for instance, can only think of the building through 

the prism of their hands (―they‖ sing: ―400 hundred bricks a day,‖ ―500 hundred bricks a 
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 Liversidge, interview by Kurchanova.  
257

 Foster, ―Artist as Ethnographer,‖ 197.  
258

 Liversidge, interview by Kurchanova.  
259

 Again, like in The Art, we see a case where the delegated performers ―perform their own socio-economic 

category,‖ as Bishop notes, but in this case they also perform the social category of another group of participants 

for which they serve as proxies. See Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship (London, New York: Verso, 2012), 219.  
260

 See Liversidge, The Bridge. As the description of the project reads, the aim was to ―capture the fifteen year 

history of the building through the eyes and thoughts of those have worked in it, visited it, and now with the new 

building, those who have designed and built it.‖ See ibid. 
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day,‖ ―600 hundred bricks a day‖) [fig. 17].
261

 Their earthiness can only become ―unearthly‖ 

through the musical mediation of the artist. 

 
Fig. 17. Peter Liversidge, The Bridge (Choral Piece for Tate), 2016.  

The song ―500 Bricks‖ from the project‘s songbook    

 

III. Unison, Unity, Uniformity 

We have seen how the lyrics of this work stigmatize the participants, but what about the 

music itself and its realization? What notion of collectivity is evoked through the specific 

composition and its arrangement? To answer this question I propose a short detour through a 

participatory project made by another conceptually-oriented British artist, Martin Creed, for 

another celebratory event—the opening of the London Olympics 2012. At the morning of the 

opening, Creed invited the entire population of the United Kingdom to ring their bells—any 
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 These lyrics are taken from the song ―500 Hundred Bricks,‖ which Liversidge describes as a gospel-like 

―workers‘ lament.‖ See Brooks, ―Hod lotta love.‖ 
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bell they have at their disposal—for three straight minutes, starting at 8:12am exactly. 

Reportedly, 2.9 million people, including networks like BBC, participated by ringing varied 

types of bells—from church bells to bicycle bells.
262

 The work, titled Work no. 1197: All the 

Bells in a Country Rung as Quickly and Loudly as Possible for Three Minutes, was hailed by 

some critics for making millions of citizens feel a part of the Olympic event. But it had some 

detractors as well. Art critic Jonathan Jones remarked that  

The collective is not a straightforward ideal. It means conformity as well as 

community. I want to know more about what Creed means by his glorification of 

collective acts. What does it mean to all ring bells in unison, and what does he want it 

to mean?
263

    

A similar question must be asked about The Bridge: What does it mean to merge all these 

individuals voices into a unison? What does it mean to glorify the ―single voice‖?
264

  

For Liversidge, this musical choice was the defining element of work. ―The most 

important thing [in the work],‖ the artist explained, ―was the sense of the wider community 

coming together and singing as one, as if they‘re presenting this as a single thought, or as a 

single idea.‖
265

 For him, the work is ―not about multiple parts. It‘s about the single [...] almost 

like a wall of sound.‖
266

 Other aesthetic and conceptual choices he made reinforced this 

notion of a single entity: the identical black uniforms, the compact formation, the 

synchronization of the singers‘ movement
267

 and the fact that the lyrics are not attributed to 

any specific person or group in the score, thus representing ―the community‖ as a single 

whole.   

In her essay ―Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,‖ Claire Bishop criticizes 

participatory works which ―idealize community as immanent togetherness.‖
268

 Following 
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 Maev Kennedy, ―London 2012 cultural festival‘s free events draw almost 10m people,‖ Guardian, August 6, 

2012, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2012/aug/06/london-2012-cultural-festival-events. 
263

 Jonathan Jones, ―Will You Ring Creed‘s Bell to Mark the Start of the Olympics,‖ Guardian, July 26, 2012,  

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/jul/26/ring-bell-martin-creed-olympics. 

Both this article and the one in the previous comment are cited in Jen Harvie, Fair Play: Art, Performance and 

Neoliberalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 142. Harvie herself believes that the cacophony of  

sounds in Creed‘s project actually showed the impossibility of communal coherence (see ibid., 143). In The 

Bridge, however, we see no such cacophony. In fact, one of the reasons the artist insisted on repetition and 

unison was for the words to be easily understood. See Tate, ―Peter Liversidge—The Bridge,‖ YouTube video, 

6:39, July 6, 2016.  
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 See Tate, ―Peter Liversidge—The Bridge.‖ 
265

 Loughrey, ―How a 500-strong.‖  
266

 See Tate, ―Peter Liversidge—The Bridge.‖  
267

 For example, at the end of the performance they all turn together 180 degrees on the cue of the conductor.   
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 Claire Bishop, ―Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,‖ October 110 (2004): 67.  
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political theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, she stresses how ―a democratic society 

is one in which relations of conflict are sustained, not erased. Without antagonism,‖ she 

contends, ―there is only the imposed consensus of authoritarian order—a total suppression of 

debate and discussion, which is inimical to democracy.‖
269

 The collectivity we encounter in 

The Bridge imposes such a consensus. The polyphony of multiple voices is replaced by a 

paralyzing unison; monism instead of pluralism. By making the work about ―500 people 

sing[ing] exactly the same thing at exactly the same time;‖ by idealizing the ―single voice‖—

literally, the mono-tonous—Liversidge idealizes the ―community‖ as a coherent and 

homogeneous entity.
270

 What he fails to see is that such a mythic togetherness is more 

dystopic than utopic. As Jean-Luc Nancy reminds us, a truly democratic community is about 

a loose ―being-in-common,‖ not about an imaginary ―common-being.‖
271

   

The ideal of togetherness has to be especially suspected in a time when the liberal and 

centrist response to the ―divisive‖ rhetoric of the rising nationalistic powers across the 

globe—and in the UK in particular—is an abstract call for ―unity,‖ for ―coming together.‖
272

 

Such calls are symptomatic of a recent shift from politics to ethics, recognized by philosopher 

Jacques Rancière among others.
273

 Within this prevailing ethical discourse, Rancière 

explains, art‘s political potential is harnessed for creating a sense of a solidary and 

frictionless community. This type of art, he writes: 
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 Bishop, ―Antagonism,‖ 66. Bishop grounds this critique in Mouffe and Laclau‘s theoretization of true 

democracy as inherently antagonistic—i.e., conflictual—as developed in their book: Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (London, New York: Verso, 1985). I have already mentioned 

above other aspects of Bishop‘s critique expressed in this essay, namely against the ―conviviality‖ of relational 

art (see note 101). In her more recent writings Bishop makes a rather similar use of philosopher Jacques 

Rancière‘s concept of  ―dissensus,‖ which represents for Rancière the foundation of social life: the fact that the 

―common‖—i.e., public space, language, the government, and all that is seemingly shared by all and for all—is 

always allocated unevenly between different groups and individuals. ―Dissensual art,‖ according to Rancière, 

exposes this fact of social life, which the dominant powers wish to keep concealed. For more on this, see 

Jacques Rancière, ―The Thinking of Dissensus: Politics and Aesthetics,‖ in Reading Rancière: Critical 

Dissensus, eds. Paul Bowman and Richard Stamp (London, New York: Continuum, 2011), 1–17. 
270

 It is always the ―other‖ of art that can be conceptualized as a single body, as a homogenous community; 

never artists themselves. It relates to the fact that, as Kester notes, ―The ‗community‘ in community-based 

public art often […] refers to individuals marked as culturally, economically, or socially different either from 

the artist or from the audience for the particular project.‖ See Kester, Aesthetic Evangelists, n.p. 
271

 Nancy has famously attacked the ideal of a coherent community as a dangerous construct—both the future 

coherent community idealized by the Marxists and the nostalgic community idealized by nationalistic 

reactionaries. Instead of thinking of community in terms of an essentialist and self-immanent ―communion‖ or 

―common-being,‖ Nancy proposes to think of it as a ―being-in-common,‖ a simple sharing of time and space. 

These ideas are most notably developed in Jean-Luc Nancy, La Communauté désœuvrée (Paris: Christian 

Bourgois, 1986).  
272

 For instance, in the first rally held by the Democratic presidential candidate for the US elections Joe Biden, 

the former Vice President called for unity against the ―divider-in-chief‖ Donald Trump. See Adam Shaw, 

―Biden Calls for Unity in First Campaign Rally, Brands Trump ‗Divider-in-Chief,‘‖ Fox News, May 19, 2019, 

https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-calls-for-unity-in-first-campaign-rally-brands-trump-divider-in-chief.  
273

 Sociologist Peter Dews has called this an ―ethical turn,‖ and philosophers Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek 

have also been critical of this ―neo-humanistic‖ approach. For more on this see Bishop, Artificial Hells, 25.   
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is obviously in tune with a motto that increasingly can be heard today: that we have 

―lost our world,‖ that the ―social bond‖ is being broken, and that the artists must take 

part in the struggle to mend the social bond or the social fabric by bringing to the fore 

all the traces bearing witnessing to a shared humanity.
274

 

It is these ―ethical‖ inclinations that we find the artist expressing in an article about the The 

Bridge published in the Liberal-leaning Independent:  

Indeed, this is a work dedicated to celebrating unity through individualism, which 

Liversidge notes is particularly pertinent amongst the current surge in the fracturing, 

isolating politics at play both in the UK and US. Here 24 choirs, utterly divers in their 

nature, are brought together from across London to perform in unison.
275

 

One should focus not only on the naïve attempt to counter ―fracturing politics‖ with a 

substanceless politics of an abstract ―we-ness‖, but also on Liversidge‘s problematic claim 

that the work fosters not only unity, but also individuality; that the participants ―[sing] it as 

one, but also as 500 individuals.‖
276

 One is reminded of a scene from Monty Python‘s classic 

film Life of Brian, where the anti-hero ―prophet‖ Brian calls out from his house window to 

the animated crowd of his followers: ―You‘re all individuals!‖ And the mob repeats in perfect 

unison: ―We are all individuals!‖
277

  

The fact that people’s voice turns them from individuals to a depersonalized crowd— 

both in Monty Python‘s scene and in The Bridge—is a point worth dwelling upon. In her 

essay ―Multiple Voices,‖ the Italian philosopher Adriana Cavarero theorizes the human voice 

as a powerful index of singularity. Discussing Italo Calvino‘s short story A King Listens,
278

 

she writes: ―A voice means this: there is a living person, throat, chest, feelings, who sends 
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 Rancière continues: ―This shift has a name. Its name is consensus. Consensus does not Simply mean the 

agreement of the political parties or of social partners on the common interests of the community. It means a 

reconfiguration of the visibility of the common. It means that the givens of any collective situation are 

objectified in such a way that they can no longer lend themselves to a dispute, to the polemical framing of a 

controversial world within the given world. In such a way, consensus properly means the dismissal of the 

―aesthetics of politics.‖ See Jacques Rancière, ―Contemporary Art and the Politics of Aesthetics,‖ in 

Communities of Sense: Rethinking Aesthetics and Politics, ed. Beth Hinderliter, William Kaizen, Vered 

Maimon, Jaleh-Mansoor, and Seth McCormick (Durham, NC, London: Duke University Press, 2009), 46, 48.  
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 Loughrey, ―How a 500-strong.‖ 
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 Ibid. 
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 This scene could be found online in the following link: anyolite, ―Life Of Brian (1979)—clip: ‗You‘re all 

individuals,‘‖ YouTube video, 0:44, February 6, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QereR0CViMY. 
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 The story appears in Clavino‘s collection of short stories Under the Jaguar Sun. For the original Italian 

version, see Italo Calvino, Sotto il sole giaguaro (Milan: Garzanti, 1986). 
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into the air this voice, different from all other voices.‖
279

 The human voice manifests ―the 

uniqueness that makes of everyone a being that is different from all the others.‖
280

 In this 

context, Cavarero refers to music: ―The voice [...] is always different from all other voices, 

even if the words are the same, as often happens in the case of a song.‖
281

 It is this 

idiosyncrasy of the human voice that Roland Barthes calls ―the grain of the voice.‖
282

 And it 

is precisely this ―grain‖ that disappeared in the ―wall of sound‖ that echoed across the 

Turbine Hall in The Bridge.   

I am not suggesting here that the depersonalization of participants in collaborative 

works is an inherently flawed aesthetic strategy. In fact, I have stressed and exemplified in 

the previous chapter how acts of depersonalization and objectification can produce powerful 

critical insights when applied reflectively. However, the choir in The Bridge does not 

instigate any new or subversive ideas—not about the institution, nor about the people who 

work in it. Instead, it perpetuates a simplistic and monolithic understanding of collectivity, 

and in particular of the imaginary collective of the ―common people.‖ In the next chapter we 

will see how the vocalization of a different art institution and its people can engender 

alternative ideas and affects: unweaving, rather than homogenizing, the institution.    
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 See Adriana Cavarero, ―Multiple Voices,‖ in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne (Abingdon, 

New York: Routledge, 2012), 520. One can think, in this context, of the peculiar intimacy achieved by the 

medium of radio. Art historian Vered Maimon discusses this issue in her essay on the works of artist Sharon 

Hayes. See Vered Maimon, ―Speaking to Strangers: Sharon Hayes and the Publics of Politics,‖ The Drama 

Review 59, no. 3 (2015): 29–48.   
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 Cavarero, ―Multiple Voices,‖ 522. To illustrate this idiosyncrasy of the human voice, Caverero quotes a 

passage from Calvino‘s story in which the king hears a voice in the palace and knows immediately that this 

voice ―certainly comes from a person, unique, unrepeatable like every person.‖ See ibid., 521. 
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 Ibid., 522. Following Calvino, Caverero stresses that ―the voice is the equivalent of what the unique person 
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 For Barthes, ―The ‗grain‘ is the body in the voice as it sings, the hand as it writes, the limb as it performs.‖ 

See Roland Barthes, ―The Grain of the Voice,‖ in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne (Abingdon, 

New York: Routledge, 2012), 509. 
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5. Ari Benjamin Meyers’s Songbook ES13 
 

I. Musicalizing Institutional Critique 

The institution that is vocalized in the next, and last, case study I discuss in this research is 

not a museum, but a commercial gallery. The project Songbook ES13 (2013) [henceforth, 

Songbook] was created by Ari Benjamin Meyers for his exhibition at Esther Schipper gallery 

in Berlin.
283

 Once again, Meyers used the format of the exhibition as a platform not only to 

perform, but also to produce new music—and to make this whole process visible for the 

audience.  

The initial setup of the space included 13 instruments in their closed cases, which 

were leaned on a wall beside 14 music stands. In front of them stood an upright piano 

mounted with a score for piano and voice titled ―Opening (Esther Schipper is Pleased to 

Present),‖ a piece composed by the artist for the opening from the ―lyrics‖ of the press release 

announcing the exhibition [fig. 18]. 

 
Fig. 18. Ari Benjamin Meyers, Songbook ES13, 2013. Start position 

Meyers dedicated the first couple of weeks of the exhibition to compose and put on 

paper a musical portrait of each of the regular gallery employees, from secretaries to 
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 The initials ―ES13‖ stand for ―Esther Schipper 2013.‖ 
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technicians to Esther Schipper herself (14 people corresponding with 14 music stands).
284

 

The portraits were made on the basis of conversations the artist had conducted with the staff 

prior to the opening, which revolved around their relationship with music: what instrument do 

you play? Why this one? If you do not play an instrument, why not? If you could play any 

instrument, which one would it be? etc.
285

 Each piece was meant to be played by the person it 

depicts and was, thus, composed for the instrument they play and in accordance with their 

technical abilities. For those who do not play an instrument, Meyers composed a simple 

instrumental melody or a vocal piece which could be learnt even by complete neophytes.  

When the artist finished composing all the pieces, the musical instruments were taken 

out of their cases [fig. 19], and the employees were invited to rehearse playing their own 

portraits on their spare time in front of the random incoming gallery visitors, sometimes with 

the assistance of the artist. In the final stage of the exhibition, each employee performed his 

own portrait individually, and the instruments were gradually evacuated from the space so 

that all that was left in the end were the music stands (with the scores) and the piano—this 

time mounted with the piece ―Closing,‖ composed for the finissage [fig. 20].  

Both Songbook and The Bridge apply a similar process in their attempt to compose 

and vocalize the institution: initial interviews followed by a process of composition, then 

rehearsals, and finally a performance. While in both cases the interviews serve as a prologue, 

invisible to the audience, the acts of composing and rehearsing become visible in Songbook. 

They are part of the exhibition. The spectacular aesthetics of a one-off massive show is, thus, 

replaced by a contingent aesthetics of a simple, largely one-to-one, process. The space was 

mostly inhabited by one person playing or composing, and sometimes only by their traces: 

instruments, music stands and notes.  

Usually Meyers uses in his works the relative freedom provided by the framework of 

contemporary art, and especially its empty exhibition spaces, as a way of deconstructing and 

rethinking the conventions of musical performances.
286

 In Songbook, though, it is the other 

                                                
284

 Following Songbook, Meyers initiated a series of individual one-off ―Portraits.‖ These are commissioned 

musical pieces, in which the artist creates a portrait of a specific person based on a conversation between them.  
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 See ―Songbook,‖ http://www.aribenjaminmeyers.com/selected-projects/Songbook.html. 
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 As art historian Marie-France Rafael notes, the artist‘s works ―usually start from a formal musical reference, 
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Meyers: Music on Display, ed. Marie-France Rafael (Köln: Walther König, 2016), 13. Art historian Steyn Bergs 

criticizes Meyers‘s belief in the emancipatory power of the contemporary art framework. Writing about 

Meyers‘s exhibition Kunsthalle for Music (2017, Witte de With, Rotterdam), he claims that it ―uncritically 

employs the institutional frame of the exhibition as an instrument for emancipating music and musical 



73 
 

way around: the processes of musicking are applied as a way of exploring the mechanisms of 

contemporary art, and particularly those of the commercial art gallery. In other words, this 

project is not about ―music on display,‖ but about ―the gallery on display.‖
287

 Music serves 

here—and this is a rather unusual role it takes—the purposes of Institutional Critique 

(critique, here, in the sense of reflection rather than attack).
288

 Meyers uses the medium he 

knows best in order to investigate the inner-workings of the commercial gallery.  

  
Fig. 19. Ari Benjamin Meyers, Songbook ES13, 2013. Rehearsal position  

 

 
Fig. 20. Ari Benjamin Meyers, Songbook ES13, 2013. End position 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
experience, neglecting this institutional frame‘s increasing entanglement with the attention economy altogether.‖ 

See Steyn Bergs ―Institutional Transpositions: Two Music Exhibitions and the Politics of Attention,‖ all-over, 

no. 15 (2019): 65, http://allover-magazin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AO_15_6-Bergs.pdf.  
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 ―Music on Display‖ is the title of a monograph about Meyers. See full citation in the previous note.  
288

 For more on Institutional Critique, see note 138.  
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Other context-conscious artists have made the relations between themselves and their 

gallerists to be the theme of an exhibition. These include, for instance, Maurizio Cattelan,
289

 

Tino Sehgal,
290

 Rudolf Stingel,
291

 and more recently Rob Chavasse.
292

 One such work, by 

artist Dominique Gonzales-Forester, even engaged the same Esther Schipper, 22 years before 

we find her in Meyers‘s portraits. In her exhibition at Esther Schipper Gallery, titled The 

Daughter of a Taoist (1991), the artist exhibited personal objects and photos from Schipper‘s 

early life, a gesture that explored, according to Bourriaud, ―the unspoken contract that binds 

the gallery owner to ‗his/her‘ artist, the former being an integral part of the other‘s personal 

history, and vice versa.‖
293

  

Meyers, as well, creates a portrait of Esther Schipper [Fig. 23], but his work is not 

about the relationship between himself and the gallerist alone, as galleries are much larger 

and complex constellations these days, which are based less on this one-on-one personal 

relationship. Songbook, thus, uncovers the myriad of agents that make the exhibition by 

Meyers possible in the first place. By composing a portrait of each worker, but also by 

forcing the workers out of their back offices and into the white cube, to rehearse and to 

perform, the rigid boundary separating the front and the back, the public and the private, is 

blurred. The economic and social structures that sustain the perceived autonomy of the white 

space—usually so carefully concealed—is put on display.  

From this perspective, it is useful to compare Songbook to Michael Asher‘s solo 

exhibition at Claire S. Copley Gallery in 1974 (untitled), where the artist simply removed the 

wall which separated the gallery space from the back office, making the secret day-to-day 
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 Cattelan has played with the power dynamics of the artist-gallerist relationship in a somewhat sado-

masochistic exhibition titled A Perfect Day (1999), where he duct-taped his dealer, Massimo De Carlo, to the 

gallery walls, an act that ended-up with De Carlo‘s evacuation to a hospital. See Giorgio Verzotti, Maurizio 
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 Chavasse made an exhibition (The Gallerist, 2018) dedicated to the figure of his gallerist and life-long friend 

Will Jarvis, the director of The Sunday Painter Gallery. For more on this exhibition, see Kat Herriman, ―Artist 

Rob Chavasse Opens Up His Friendship with the Sunday Painter in a New Show,‖ Cultured, February 28, 2018, 
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 See Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Paris: Les Presses 

du Réel, 2002), 112–13.  
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business handlings of the gallery completely visible for gallery visitors and passersby 

looking-in from the street.
294

 Back then, the back office included merely one table with two 

chairs, a few drawers and shelves and some stored paintings [fig. 21]. In the commercial 

landscape of 2013, the back office sustaining the rather small white space of Esther Schipper 

Gallery already operated 14 regular employees. And today, after the gallery‘s 2017 move to a 

much larger space which includes its own bookstore—a move necessitated by the demands of 

an ever-growing art market—the number of employees working at the gallery probably 

amounts to a few dozens.
295

 The kind of intimacy that Songbook was still able to achieve only 

six years ago, would be impossible to replicate in the current configuration of the gallery with 

such a large group of employees. In this sense, Songbook does not only offer a portrait of the 

employees, but also a portrait of the commercial gallery at a certain moment in time, a picture 

of the art market just before its financial explosion.
296

 It does so by luring the employees out 

of their offices and into the exhibition space; a performative strategy, rather than an 

architectural one.   

Moreover, by demanding time from the employees—for rehearsing and performing—

the work also tapped into the specific economy of time of this institution, which also reflects a 

certain power structure: Who has time to play and when? Who is available while the others 

are in a meeting? Who leaves at what time? For Alfred Schutz, one of the characteristic of 

any musical performance is the fact that the audience and the musician share two ―times‖: 

both the inner-time (the durée) of the composition itself, and the outer-time of daily life,
297

 in 

which the sequence of tones is just another ―series of events in the outer world‖—an action 
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 For more on this work, see Michael Asher, in collaboration with Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, Writings 1973–
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among all other actions which co-exist along with it.
298

 Songbook demonstrates that this outer 

time is never neutral, though; that music is always imbedded within specific social and 

economic dynamics. As Meyers explains,   

What really interests me is that if you understand that music works in time, then you 

can map this time onto real time and real life, and you can use it to learn things. As an 

audience you start understanding who is busier and who is more important, etc. When 

we go back to a time before recording technologies, when to hear music you either 

had to play it yourself or someone had to play it for you, music was also a part of life. 

People had to take time out of their day to play it, so there has always been a strong 

connection to ‗the real‘—you could not do it passively, you had to perform or 

someone else had to. There was a time commitment, even if it was very short.
299

  

By insisting on music as part of daily life, rather than a seemingly autonomous 

performance—like the one we saw in The Bridge, for instance—Meyers is able to use the 

diverse procedures of musicking as tools for insightful socio-cultural inquiry.    

 
Fig. 21. Michael Asher, untitled installation at Claire Copley Gallery, 1974  

This whole process, though, was not only about exposing the gallery to the visitors, 

but also about helping Meyers himself to get to know the institution. Unlike Gonzales-

Forester, Sehgal or Cattelan, who made their gallerist-based works when they were already 
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 Schutz, ―Making Music,‖ 82. Only the ―inner-time,‖ though, is what constitutes the musical experience, 

according to Schutz. See notes 46 and 163.  
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 Ari Benjamin Meyers, interview by the author, telephone conversation, April 12, 2018. 
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established artists with many solo exhibitions behind them, Songbook was the first proper 

solo show in a commercial gallery for Meyers. As such, he used it as an opportunity to map 

out and get acquainted with this new framework. As Meyers explains: ―I did not know the 

people working at the gallery, I did not know how a gallery works. To understand the 

situation, I needed to compose the situation; to understand the people, I needed to compose 

the people.‖
300

  

Music, thus, is used by him here as a form of knowledge production, as a way of 

making sense of a new situation; but also as a social force which can instigate dialogue quite 

easily—a common denominator or an ice breaker of sorts.
301

 Instead of asking the people of 

the gallery directly about their biography, character and inclinations, he found out those 

things en passant, through people‘s musical histories and tastes. In short, he created ―an 

artificial frame to do something very real,‖ as Meyers puts it.
302

 Understanding why people 

have stopped playing a certain instrument, or how their parents treated their musical forays, 

or what band they liked in their youth, or what instrument they would have loved to play, 

reveals a lot not only about music, of course, but also about the dreams, aspirations and tastes 

of people, the obstacles they have faced, the kind of families they came from and the social 

milieu they belong to. In short, through music, entire universes of emotions, thoughts and life 

events were opened up, and these universes were later composed into portraits.  

   

II. Individual Voices  

As the deeply personal aspect of this project makes clear, Songbook is not only about 

Institutional Critique in the narrow art-related sense. It engages a larger social problem—

namely, the tension between individuality and collectivity, especially as it is inscribed in the 

modern workplace. In her seminal book, The Human Condition, philosopher and political 

theorist Hannah Arendt contends that ―the new social realm transformed all modern 

communities into societies of laborers and jobholders [...] they became at once centered 

around the one activity necessary to sustain life.‖
303

 In this society of jobholders, she claims, 

individuality is replaced by the mechanic execution of work activities:  

The last stage of the laboring society, the society of jobholders, demands of its 

members a sheer automatic functioning, as though individual life had actually been 
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 Meyers, interview by the author. 
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 What was also revealed, according to the artist, is how little the employees knew about each other. For 

example, one of them played the cello on a professional level, but no one in the gallery knew about this.  
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 Meyers, interview by the author.   
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 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 46.  
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submerged in the over-all life process of the species and the only active decision still 

required of the individual were to let go, so to speak, to abandon his individuality, the 

still individually sensed pain and trouble of living, and acquiesce in a dazed, 

‗tranquilized,‘ functional type of behavior [...] It is quite conceivable that the modern 

age—which began with such an unprecedented and promising outburst of human 

activity—may end in the deadliest, most sterile passivity history has ever known.
304

  

One of the first forewarners against this reduction of the individual into a passive animal 

laborans, to use Marx‘s term, against the tendency to replace individual traits by generalizing 

and homogenizing social categories, was the German philosopher and poet Friedrich Schiller. 

Already in the early days of modernity, in his Letters upon the Aesthetic Education of Man, 

he wrote: 

It is rarely a recommendation in the eye of a state to have a capacity superior to your 

employment [...] The governing authorities find themselves compelled to classify, and 

thereby simplify, the multiplicity of citizens, and only to know humanity in a 

representative form and at second hand.
305

 

In Schiller‘s text, it is the state who is responsible for this reduction of the individual into 

mere representation, into a generalized professional category, but in the global condition of 

late-capitalism it is the all-encompassing market that reserves this function. The result, in any 

case, is the same—a narrowing down of the individual not only in terms of their 

representation but also in terms of their actions, a problem Marx later famously developed 

further.
306

 In the new modern society, Schiller writes, 
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 Arendt, Human Condition, 322.  
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 Friedrich von Schiller, ―Letters upon the Aesthetic Education of Man,‖ in Literary and Philosophical Essays, 

Harvard Classics 32, ed. Charles W. Eliot (New York: P.F. Collier, 1910), letter VI, emphasis added. The 

treatise was originally published in German in 1795.  
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 According to Marx‘s analysis of the reductive professionalism of capitalist society, ―[M]an‘s own deed 

becomes an alien power opposed to him, which enslaves him instead of being controlled by him. For as soon as 

the distribution of labour comes into being, each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which is 

forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, a fisherman, a herdsman, or a critical critic, 

and must remain so if he does not want to lose his means of livelihood; while in communist society, where 

nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society 

regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, 

to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a 

mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic.‖ See Karl Marx, The German Ideology, 

Great Books in Philosophy (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1998), 53. This book is based on drafts written 

by Marx and Engels in 1845–46, posthumously edited and published in 1932. In another posthumously 

published unfinished manuscript by Marx, known in German as the Grundrisse, we find some of the most 

detailed accounts of the character of work in the future communist society. In this draft, Marx further discusses 
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Man himself eternally chained down to a little fragment of the whole, only forms a 

kind of fragment; having nothing in his ears but the monotonous sound of the 

perpetually revolving wheel, he never develops the harmony of his being; and instead 

of imprinting the seal of humanity on his being, he ends by being nothing more than 

the living impress of the craft to which he devotes himself, of the science that he 

cultivates.
307

  

It is particularly pertinent to our case that Schiller analogizes the fragmentation of everyday 

life due to professional over-identification to a ―monotonous sound of the perpetually 

revolving wheel‖—in other words, to a sonorous reality which represses the ―harmony‖ of 

being—since it is precisely this monotonous, harmony-lacking sound (harmony, by 

definition, requires a multiplicity of voices coming together) that we encountered in The 

Bridge—a project that, indeed, represents the participants merely as a social category, not as 

a multitude of individuals.  

This reduction of individuals to their professional titles is a common tendency in 

institutionally-engaged art practices. One example is Swedish artist Annika Eriksson‘s video 

work Staff at Moderna Museet (2000), which was presented as part of a group exhibition at 

Moderna Museet in Stockholm.
308

 Eriksson, who often employs participatory practices, 

presented a 17-minutes long video showing all the employees of the acclaimed museum 

systematically step up in front of the camera, one-by-one, and simply state their name and 

their job title [fig. 22].
309

 Then they join their co-workers at the back. In her attempt to shed 

light on the institutional structure that underlies the exhibition, Eriksson is guilty of reducing 

these individuals to their economic function, to their institutional identity, creating in the 

fullest sense a ―community of jobholders,‖ to use Arendt‘s formulation.
310

 The reificatory 

                                                                                                                                                  
the problem of professionalization. In contrast to life under capitalism, he explains, people‘s job in future 

communist society would largely consist of overseeing automatic machinery. In the rest of their time they would 

be able to develop their many talents. See Karl Marx, Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough 

Draft), trans. Martin Nicolaus (London, New York: Penguin Books, New Left Review, 1993).     
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 See Schiller, ―Aesthetic Education,‖ letter VI, my emphases. For Schiller, this results in a very narrow 

development of the variety of talents of human beings: ―[W]hole classes of men uphold their capacities only in 

part, while the rest of their faculties scarcely show a germ of activity, as in the case of the stunted growth of 

plants [...] And by limiting its operation to a narrow sphere, men have made unto themselves a master who is 

wont not unfrequently to end by subduing and oppressing all the other faculties.‖ See ibid.  
308

 The work was part of the exhibition Organising Freedom: nordisk 90-tals konst / Nordic Art in the Nineties 

(2000). For more details and documentation of the work, see: 

http://sis.modernamuseet.se/en/view/objects/asitem/search$0040swg$0027Annika$0020Eriksson$0027/1/prima

ryMaker-asc?t:state:flow=fb7f0a33-f6be-40c0-85c6-661024b8701f. 
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 Eriksson later made other versions of this work: Staff at Malmo Museer (2001), Staff at the 25th Bienal de 

Sao Paulo (2002), and Staff at Mori Art Museum (2006).  
310

 The high angle of the camera in this video enhances the sense of the minimization of the participants. 
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title of this work is, thus, entirely fitting: ―Staff at the Moderna Museet‖; ―staff‖—an 

abstracted workforce, as far as it gets from a group of individuals. 

   
Fig. 22. Annika Eriksson, Staff at Moderna Museet (film still), 2000 

Songbook provides an alternative to such tendencies: a disassociation from the 

institution instead of an over-identification with it. This exhibition stresses the fact that the 

complexity of a person always transcends their social categories. It presents people as always 

more than their occupational identity. To use Arendt‘s words, it provides a ―disclosure of 

‗who‘ in contradistinction to ‗what‘ somebody is,‖ a disclosure that is based on a person‘s 

―qualities, gifts, talents, and shortcomings,‖ which are the things that make up ―the unique 

and distinct identity of an agent.‖
311

 Instead of job titles (Eriksson) or complete anonymity 

(Liversidge), each score in Songbook is titled as the full name of the person it portrays, with 

no trace of their job title. It is the individual, rather than his or her occupational position, that 

is represented in the score and then performed [fig. 23, fig. 24], even if their institutional role 

also plays a part in the logic of the work, as we have seen.  

The work, thus, does not only expose the inner-workings of the institution, but also 

undoes its perceived unity, exposes it as an abstract entity which fails to define and exhaust 

the people that sustain it. Instead of identifying the employees with the building they inhabit 

or with the generalized category of the working class, as Liversidge does, the representation 

of people in Songbook is constituted through a dialogue which tries to capture something of 
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their uniqueness and singularity. And this singularity is better expressed in sounds than in 

(always generalizing) words, since, as Arendt reminds us, ―[t]he moment we want to say who 

somebody is, our very vocabulary leads us astray into saying what he is.‖
312

   

 
Fig. 23. Ari Benjamin Meyers, Songbook ES13, 2013. Printed score (―Esther Schipper‖) 

 
Fig. 24. Ari Benjamin Meyers, Songbook ES13, 2013. Printed score (―Florian Wojnar‖) 
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 Arendt continues: ―[W]e get entangled in a description of qualities he necessarily shares with others like him; 

we begin to describe a type or a ‗character‘ in the old meaning of the word, with the result that his specific 

uniqueness escapes us. This frustration has the closest affinity with the well-known philosophic impossibility to 

arrive at a definition of man, all definitions being determinations or interpretations of what man is, of qualities, 

therefore, which he could possibly share with other living beings, whereas his specific difference would be 

found in a determination of what kind of a ‗who‘ he is.‖ See Arendt, Human Condition, 181, emphases in 

original.   
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Art historian Jen Harvie notes how participatory projects often deskill participants as 

a result of their failure to treat each one of them individually. ―Because this labour rarely 

‗knows‘ its participant/workers but recruits them all equally,‖ she explains, ―it casts them to 

perform in usually quite basic ways, often literally as part of a crowd.‖ For her, in such 

situations the group of participants epitomizes the precarious model of employment prevalent 

in our contemporaneous society—―insecure, deskilled and alienated.‖
313

 Going back one last 

time to The Bridge, this is precisely the approach adopted by Liversidge, who composes a 

simple unison melody that everyone can sing easily, a leveler that fits a deskilled crowd.  

In Songbook, by contrast, the performers are never approached en bloc. The 

composed music does not only fit the personality of each individual, but also tailored to one‘s 

musical capacities, since each participant is approached as an independent performer. This 

singularity is also reinforced by asking the participants to rehearse and perform individually, 

and to leave every decision in terms of outfit, choreography, and interaction with the 

audience up to them. Each individual gets the opportunity to present and perform their own 

―self,‖ but it is a ―self‖ negotiated through a dialog with an outside agent—the artist. It is, 

thus, a mediated self-portrait, like every identity always is.    

To conclude, it is the people of Esther Schipper gallery—not the staff—that are forced 

out of their routine jobs, and asked to participate: to practice, play, interpret, struggle, 

perform, etc. Consequently, the unfaltering truth of the human condition—the fact of being 

―unique, unexchangeable, and unrepeatable entities,‖
314

 as Hannah Arendt sees it—shines 

through this work. By co-creating and acting out their own image, the participants become 

individuals even in the workplace. Gallery workers in the morning, musicians in the 

afternoon, to paraphrase Marx‘s famous words.
315

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
313

 Jen Harvie, Fair Play, 47. 
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Second Part: Summary 

The two projects analyzed in this chapter both use music as a way of vocalizing the art 

institution and its people. They begin with an initial stage of interviewing, which forms the 

basis for the following processes of composing, rehearsing and performing. By closely 

analyzing each work, we have seen, though, that despite seemingly offering a similar process 

of representation via music, the ways in which these projects address and finally represent 

their participants are very different.   

Liversidge‘s The Bridge represents the museum workers as a homogenous and 

coherent collective: a single entity, talking (and singing) in a single voice and expressing a 

single thought. The artist adopts an anthropological-like gaze, which not only reduces this 

group to a social monolith—the ―working class‖—but also gives a stereotypic portraiture of 

this monolith as utterly prosaic. In contrast, the collective represented in Songbook is one of 

individuals, of a co-existence of multiple voices, of a ―being-in-common‖ rather than a 

―common being,‖ in which each employee is given the possibility to individually interpret 

and perform his own mediated self-representation.
316

  

In addition, these two works reflect different ways of thinking the institution. The 

Bridge conforms ever so conveniently with Tate Modern‘s sought-after image of cultural and 

financial grandeur by providing the colossal Turbine Hall with an awe-inspiring spectacle 

fitting its size. The work changes nothing in the way we perceive the institution and its 

people. Meyers‘s project, by contrast, fragments the perceived coherence of the commercial 

gallery by giving voice to the myriad of agents that constitute it, revealing personal identity to 

be always more than an abstract occupational category. The work also exposes the economy 

of time within the gallery and provides a certain portrait of the institution of the commercial 

gallery at a particular moment in time, an aspect of this work that invites us to situate it also 

within the framework of Institutional Critique. 

Finally, in these two works we see how the musical score becomes the main interface 

of communication between artist and the participants: a mediator, but also a site where the 

collective is represented—in titles, in lyrics, in music and through its organization and 

divisions—and reactivated. The role of scores as mediators between artist and various 

collaborators was famously explored by the neo-avant-garde,
317

 and then regained 
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 We are reminded once again of Rancière‘s claim that a free community is a ―community of narrators and 

translators.‖ See note 166.   
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 A good example is the ―events‖ of George Brecht, which always used a simple textual ―score‖ of instructions 

as the basis for an event to be performed by anyone willing. For more on Brecht‘s ―events‖ and the centrality of 
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significance in the 1990s as it reappeared as a fruitful aesthetic strategy in the works of 

participatory artists like Phillip Parreno and Pierre Huyghe.
318

 Such uses of the score took 

their inspiration from the musical score, but were never musical in themselves. What we see 

in participatory music-based projects—and this seems unique to this type of practice—is a 

critically productive convergence of both a musical and a social score,
319

 a convergence that 

makes this object—which is both reflective and generative—a particularly valuable source 

for the analysis of such projects.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
the score within the artistic practices of the neo-avant-garde, see Anna Dezeuze, ―Origins of the Fluxus Score,‖ 

Performance Research 7, no.3 (2002): 78–94.   
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 Huyghe discusses the idea of the score in the following interview: Pierre Huyghe, ―Streamside Day,‖ 

interview by Art21, Art21, n.d., https://art21.org/read/pierre-huyghe-streamside-day. 
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 Meyers, indeed, sees the score ―as the basis of a social situation.‖ See Meyers, interview by Rafael, 38. In 

The Art, we also witnessed a convergence of an actual musical score with what I called a ―performative score‖ 

(see p. 47). 
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Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have explored a recent artistic trend which is relatively underdiscussed 

academically—the proliferation of participatory music-based projects in the settings of 

contemporary art. I was mainly intrigued by what music‘s unique social qualities can bring to 

a medium that is precisely about the social—participatory art. The question I, thus, intended 

to examine was how, in such musical projects, the relations between artist and participants 

and between the participants themselves are shaped and represented by music and its unique 

social traits. To examine this question, I have looked into five case studies, with the hope of 

developing preliminary tools for critically evaluating not only these specific works, but 

participatory music-based projects in general.    

My theoretical approach for answering this question has drawn from two main fields 

of knowledge: it took as its starting point the corpus of critical discussion of participatory art 

from the last couple of decades, as developed by scholars like Claire Bishop, Grant Kester, 

Hal Foster and others. The problems laid out by such critics—pertaining to issues like the 

power dynamics between artist and participants, the link between artistic participation and 

participation in capitalist society at large, the different forms of art-induced collectivity and 

communication—formed the basis for my analysis of the case studies. What was novel in this 

research, though, was the examination of such problems from a music-specific perspective. 

This was achieved by drawing insights from thinkers from the fields of philosophy and 

sociology of music, who explore the social and communicational mechanisms and meanings 

of different musical practices (including Christopher Small, Alfred Schutz, Franco Fabbri and 

Adriana Cavarero, among others).    

 In the first part of the thesis, I focused on three projects which use music as a way of 

opening-up the seemingly autonomous exhibition space and challenge the procedures and the 

spatio-temporal conventions of the exhibition format. I have shown that this shared 

motivation can yield very different relational and symbolic results. In Xavier Veilhan‘s 

Studio Venezia, conceived for Venice Biennale 2017, the processes of music-making are 

idealized as inherently convivial and positive, and are utilized to generate a network of 

professional musicians, replicating problematic internationalist ideals and tourist-like 

mechanisms. In the meanwhile, the social exchange between artist and participants remains 

unexplored, as the former adopts the role of an uninvolved ―host‖ whose aim is merely to 

facilitate high-end recording conditions. Saâdane Afif‘s Studio Paroles (2018), presented at 

Wiels, Brussels, offers an alternative to this simplistic and overly optimistic understanding 
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and application of music by contriving a highly ambivalent musical exchange, in which the 

interaction between artist and participants is both democratic and exploitative, pluralistic and 

egocentric. The kind of network that is engendered via music in Afif‘s project is more 

complex, linking local amateurs from the city of Brussels to international writers and artists 

through various acts of interpretation. The power dynamics between artist and participants 

are further accentuated in Ari Benjamin Meyers‘s exhibition The name of this band is The Art 

(RaebervonStenglin Gallery, Zurich, 2016), where the artist subjects his participants to a rigid 

set of rules and instructions, a strategy that highlights the paradoxical status of music—

particularly rock music—as both artificial and authentic; a business and a powerful art form 

all at the same time.      

The second part of the thesis looked at two projects in which music is applied as a 

way of exploring the inner-workings of the art institution and vocalizing its people. In this 

part, my focus turned from questions of exchange and instrumentalization to ones of 

collectivity and its representation. We saw how in Peter Liversidge‘s The Bridge (Choral 

Piece for Tate Modern), performed at Tate Modern in 2016, the museum workers are 

portrayed as an utterly homogenous collective, and in a way that perpetuates stereotypes of 

the working-class as matter-of-factly and unimaginative. In contrast, in Ari Benjamin 

Meyers‘s exhibition Songbook ES13 (Esther Schipper Gallery, 2013), we find a collective of 

individuals, each with its own skills, character and performative presence. This latter work, 

thus, highlights the fact that personal identity always transcends social and occupational 

categories. Unlike Liversidge‘s work, which spectacularizes the collective to perfectly fit 

Tate Modern‘s self-image of cultural dominance, Songbook uses musical processes to 

unweave the unity of Esther Schipper Gallery and to expose some of its hidden 

mechanisms.     

What we learn from these analyses is that while music is inherently a social form—

since ―[t]he act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening a set of 

relationships,‖ as Christopher Small reminds us
320

—the kind of relations music produces can 

be either emancipatory or reificatory, critical or accommodating towards hegemonic social 

and ideological structures. Music can foster a collective of individuals or a monotonous herd; 

it can reveal the antagonistic, complex and always polyphonic nature of inter-personal 

communication or naively paint the social as convivial and egalitarian; it can address the 

community as a context-specific actuality or as an abstracted ideal; it can be used merely for 
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quality-driven purposes or for self-reflexive exploration. In this respect, while the works I 

have discussed might not seem political in the first place—since they do not engage a 

particularly disadvantaged community or a clear topical social issue—they are political to the 

extent that they frame a certain vision of relationality, which can be either subversive or 

compliant.   

 Any analysis of participatory music-based works, thus, has to take into consideration 

all the specificities of the musical process: the performance and its choreography; the way the 

musical score is arranged and the kind of instructions it contains; the instrumental setup and 

the orchestration; the identity of the participants, their level of competence and their 

preexisting relations to one another; the forms of recording, documentation and 

dissemination; the tension between live and recorded; the relationship between the lyrics and 

the music; the methods of composition and procedures of interpretation; the artist‘s criteria 

for selecting the participants, their motivation for musicking and their own musical 

background; the duration of the musical event and the spatial conditions of the space it 

inhabits; the art objects that correspond with the music; the models of authorship and 

remuneration, etc. At the same time, one must also analyze how these myriad factors 

correspond with the particular social, cultural and institutional contexts of each project, both 

actually and symbolically.   

As explained in the introduction, I have limited my research to works that take place 

in conventional art settings, so that a more or less defined set of social and artistic coordinates 

could be framed: the perceived autonomy of the gallery; the spatio-temporal conventions of 

the exhibition format; the relationship between the artist and their hosting institution, etc. 

However, there are many examples of participatory music-based projects—by artist such as 

Jeremy Deller, Phil Collins, Hiwa K., and others—which take place outside of the traditional 

venues of contemporary art, in diverse public and private arenas.
321

 Such projects are not 

essentially different from the ones I have analyzed in this research—the relations constituted 

between artist and participants through music are at their root as well. Accordingly, any 

future study of such project could also make use of the tools developed in this study. 

However, some of the problems I have addressed (e.g., the perceived autonomy of the art 

institution) and some of the histories that have informed my readings (e.g., Institutional 

Critique)—are, evidently, irrelevant to projects taking place, for instance, in a Karaoke room 
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 For example, Jeremy Deller‘s Acid Brass (1997) and Still Harmony (2009), Phil Collins‘s the world won’t 

listen (2005) and Hiwa K‘s Chicago Boys: While We Were Singing, They Were Dreaming (2010–ongoing) and 

Country Guitar Lessons (2005–11). 
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or in front of the separation wall.
322

 In order to examine such works, a site-specific 

conceptualization of the prevailing social conditions in each location, and the kind of 

problems they raise, is required.        

Throughout this study, I have adopted the methodological position of a meta- 

observer/listener, whose reading of each project is not tied to the odd visit to the gallery, but 

instead takes into account the various encounters between participants and artist, many of 

which take place before or outside of the exhibition. This approach was grounded in the 

conviction—held by many critics, as I have shown—that the relations generated between 

artist and participants and between participants themselves are the main issue at stake in 

participatory art—even the relations that remain hidden from the public. For this reason, the 

fact that I have only experienced at first-hand one of the projects—Afif‘s Paroles—did not 

preclude a reading of the works based on documentation and recordings, interviews myself 

and others have conducted with the artists (and curators), as well as reviews and catalog 

texts—all of which provided me with useful information about the multifold exchanges 

between the relevant agents. Nevertheless, a more hands-on approach, which would rely as 

well on actual, unmediated encounters with each project—preferably via several gallery 

visits—could surely enrich the study of these works, as it would enrich any study of 

participatory music-based works. Not so much by helping us analyze how the interactions are 

shaped and represented—which was the focus of this study—but by examining how such 

interactions are effectuated to real-time audiences. In other words, coupling the conceptual 

analysis, which dominates this research, with an affective reading of the works. Hopefully, 

other scholars who have visited these projects would follow this lead.   

This last methodological point raises another broader issue, which has not yet been 

given sufficient attention in the study of participatory art—the disparity between different 

types of audiences in participatory works, and the consequent gaps in the experiences of the 

same project. As Boris Groys has recently noted, within contemporary art‘s ―culture of 

performance and participation,‖ we are no longer dealing with art that produces objects, nor 

even with art that produces performances. Instead, contemporary art often merely ―produces 

information about art events.‖
323

 Indeed, we saw, for instance, how the majority of visitors to 

Studio Venezia were not able to witness any musical activity during their visits to the space, 
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 I refer here to two participatory music-based projects by artist Phil Collins: They Shoot Horses (2004), and 

the world won’t listen (2005), respectively.   
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 Boris Groys, In the Flow (London, New York: Verso, 2016), 4. 
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and could only learn about such activities via articles or hearsay.
324

 Similar situations 

occurred in projects like Paroles or Songbook.  

It should be seen, thus, as one of the pressing methodological tasks of participatory art 

criticism to map-out and theorize these gaps, and ask what they mean for the evaluation of 

contemporary art, which until recently had been predicated on the assumption of a shared 

experience. Is there a privileged position from which we should investigate participatory 

projects? How do the very different experiences amount to a coherent ―meaning‖ of a work? 

And how should we approach the discrepancies between the mediated and unmediated 

reception of these works? A consideration of such questions is duly required so that a more 

sincere aesthetics of participatory art can be formulated. This vast endeavor, however, was, 

naturally, beyond the scope of this research. 

Finally, I wish to suggest that as musical technologies, formats and modes of 

dissemination are multiplying by the day, and as musical practices of myriad kinds enter the 

halls of contemporary art and expand art‘s performative and participatory vocabulary, it is 

paramount that we—art critics and historians—start listening, not only seeing. In an 

increasingly visual world, where images haunt us endlessly, it is often listening, rather than 

looking, that can serve as a powerful tool for analyzing, understanding and imagining; it is 

listening—in the Heideggerian sense of deep attunement, of ―hearkening‖
325

—that could 

reveal hidden social truths and foster inspiring social visions. As the great novelist Elias 

Canetti once noted, ―Music is the truly living history of humanity.‖ And in order to unravel 

this history, ―[A]ll we have to do is listen simply, otherwise we would learn in vain.‖
326
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 For Heidegger, ―Listening to [...] is Dasein‘s existential way of Being-open as Being-with for Others. Indeed, 
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Thesis Summary 

Recently, multiple participatory music-based projects have found their way into major 

contemporary art venues. This thesis has set out to explore how the relations between artist 

and participants and between the participants themselves are shaped and represented by 

musical procedures in these projects, with the aim of providing preliminary tools for 

evaluating such works.  

 Focusing on five case studies from recent years (by artists Ari Benjamin Meyers, 

Saâdane Afif, Peter Liversidge and Xavier Veilhan), it provides a detailed analysis of the 

social interactions produced in each project between the involved actors, and conceptualizes 

the kind of notions and ideals of ―the social‖ they foster. To provide as complete a picture as 

possible of these interactions, I have taken the position of a meta-observer/listener, who 

examines the entirety of encounters taking place in each project, including ones that remain 

hidden from the audience. To study these exchanges, I have been helped by documentation 

(musical scores, videos, recordings); interviews I conducted with some of the artists; reviews, 

articles and interviews with the artists from the press; as well as catalog texts. My 

interpretational dialog was mainly with these materials, as academic analyses of these 

particular case studies is nearly inexistent.  

 Theoretically, my analysis was embedded in two main fields of knowledge. The first 

is the body of participatory art criticism produced since the mid-1990s, which enabled me to 

frame my readings within a specific set of questions (e.g., what notions of collectivity are 

engendered? What power dynamics underlie each project and for what conceptual 

purposes?). The second is the philosophy and sociology of music, which allowed me to 

answer these question from a music-specific perspective, by providing tools for 

understanding the social mechanisms and social meanings of music.  

 What this research has found is that while music possesses a deeply social and 

interactional character, this sociability could be put to very different, often contrasting, 

effects: namely, critical and uncritical ones. It can be self-reflexive, questioning its own 

underlying structures and those of its institutional contexts, but it can also replicate and 

consolidate problematic institutional agendas and values; it can expose the uneven and 

antagonistic qualities of the participatory act, but is can also naively idealize it as inherently 

harmonious and positive; it can form a polyphonic collective of individuals, but it can also 

shape a collective that is monotonous, homogeneous and reductive; it can deconstruct social 

constructs and categories, but it can also perpetuate cultural stereotypes.       
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These outcomes were achieved by analyzing carefully the details of the multitude of 

variables that form any musical event—from the procedures of composing and the 

arrangement of the musical score to the choreography of the performers and their level of 

competence, to the forms of dissemination and the criteria for selecting the participants 

(among other variables). By inspecting these details with the problems developed in 

participatory art criticism in mind, and with the insights provided by sociologists and 

philosophers of music at hand, some preliminary tools for the analysis of music-based 

participatory projects have emerged—tools that will hopefully be used and further enriched 

by other scholars from the fields of art history and musicology alike. Finally, I stress the need 

to develop affective, experience-based tools of analysis—in addition to the largely conceptual 

tools offered in this study—so that a more complete methodology for studying participatory 

music-based projects may be established.  


