Chapter 3 – Sound art surveyed: an examination of sonic art research and practice, drawing from it the most pertinent issues related to my desire to test formally designed disruptive aspects of sonic arts production on mobile phones

This chapter examines in more detail the correlation between the work produced by a series of sound artists and the way this matches a quest for authenticity in the presentation of imaginative works. The intended aim is to provide a sweep of key pieces of sound art that have been produced where authors and audiences have achieved a heightened level of connection in respect of communication, whether this is ultimately for instruction, entertainment, or other purpose. The relevance is to start to explore whether the sound and vocal recombinations that will characterise my sound comics provide extradiegetic possibilities of mood enhancement and imaginative engagement.

The centrality of imagination to a body of work produced by an artist is at once both obvious and deceiving. Any artform – ceramics, sculpture, painting, digital print – has clearly had a beginning and an end point – the point at which the idea was conceived, the tools and materials assembled, and product created. For some, a closure point is necessitated by a gallery deadline; it perhaps more accurate to state that all artworks have a starting point, where they close or are finished is a negotiation with an audience, even if this is just the artist themselves. At any point in the process, the creation of an artwork is clearly subject to external influence, whether this be a new tube of acrylic with a fractionally different hue, to the human judgement of other artists commenting on the work in progress, or passing on new techniques midpoint that go on to influence the work further. No artist lives in a vacuum, and for many their practice embraces elements from the situation in which they find themselves and the forces at work there. 

Sound art takes this context and adds to it the requirement to manipulate the very physics of the space in which it is presented which is qualitatively different from work that requires light (visual art), and that which requires touch (which are generally stable materials). Sound art is more invasive in many ways, unfettered and fluid. It can of course be trapped, muted and otherwise mitigated, but it carries with its production a capacity to transform the atmospheric conditions of a place. It is a literal ‘place maker’, being part of the anticipation in entering a physical space (hearing sounds leaking from a building) and resonant as a memory on leaving. Individuals with sound over headphones to an extent remove themselves from this connection with a wider physical landscape, and the experience is one of detachment and introspection. Part of my wish to look in detail at sound art pieces is to look at this and determine the level of sharpness of demarcation: what is the difference between being in a space with sound being broadcast to a group with speakers when compared to being enclosed within speakers, providing your own soundtrack to wider sensory stimuli.

The relevance of sound art to wider artistic practice is perceived by historians as originating in the 1970s, with a great deal of connectivity to visual arts of the time, but offering a direct critique on signification and representation (Campesato 2009). There are attempts to start to define a grammar of sound art, as well as moves to see how this shifts the contextual dynamic into which sound is placed. This demarcation is reflected in my categorisation of groups of artists into two groups, those who perhaps serve the audience in a certain way with a new grammar (labelled ‘audience’) and those who are concerned with studying how sound in the context of space alters the listeners experience of other media present. It’s not that the two categories are mutually exclusive, it’s that the latter has a more direct relationship with the built environment in a more conscious design sense. Both groups fulfil a definition of sonic arts practice that clearly differentiates it from music,

‘[…] sound discourse in traditional music tends to be more narrative and teleological, in sound art the narrativity does not occur through a temporal structuring of sounds, but through the references provoked by these sounds.’

(Campesato 2009 : 28)
She continues to mark out three properties of sonic arts that distinguish it from musical narrative, ‘an idea of stasis or static time that is conceived by the cyclical repetition of structures or by the regular maintenance of elements; the conception of distinct temporal scales; and the use of punctual and unitary structures which synthesise the sound construction.’ (Campesato 2009 : 34). These resemble closely the list of characteristics that emerged at the conclusion of the previous chapter, with temporal scales here standing from new and generative sounds brought in from the environment to which the composer is consciously pointing. Unitary structures might be read as polyrhythms, and also as the punctuating effects of liveness, of improvisation. This achieves the ‘synthesis’ (from the Greek, ‘to place’) needed to put the piece in a particular physical and cultural context. This can be achieved from within the piece of sonic art directly, but this thesis argues that for imaginative engagement of desirable level, it may be that external influence, liveness, is necessary.
In this section, I will look at the relevance of a group of sound artists who I have grouped into two categories. These categories serve not to constrain understanding their full body of work, but to highlight thematic concerns they have spoken and written about, which have pertinence to how mobile digital talking books might be created and delivered.

Audience

Introduction: Alex Metcalf
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Ann Rosen

Kaffe Matthews
Vito Acconci – speech and its relationship to audience

John Cage – silence, the relationship to audience

Steve Goodman (aka Kode9) – rhythm, collective rhythm and intimacy, relationship to audience

Ryoji Ikeda – soundscapes, dependency on mathematics, sound in a raw state

Architecture

Bill Fontana – soundscapes, complicating space

Trevor Wishart – sound objects and sound systems

Atau Tanaka – interpersonal and networked space

Tony Conrad – repetition, interruptions, disruption and sonic tool development

Audience

The sound artist Alex Metcalf explores the musicality of trees. Working with partners at Kew Gardens, he attaches headphones to the branches and trunks of oaks, enabling listeners to hear the sound of water movement through the fibres of the wood, the pops and creaks as it finds knots and pockets of air. For him, the surprise is the reaction of the audience, who huddle around the trunk with their own expectations of what they expect to hear. For most, on being asked, it’s the sound of running water as you might conventionally conceive it, trickling, rushing, gushing. But the reality is far stranger and more immediately alien and puzzling, as it is a series of clicks, buzzes and pops. Likening the experience to the first time he listened to a bowl of cereal when milk is poured over, Alex takes an object (a tree) that we only tangentially link to sound production, in a highly ambient way (leaves rustling, branches creaking) and offers a new way to listen to hidden sounds.

Metcalf is working in a tradition that stretches back over millennia, using natural objects for their sensory properties, as an adjunct to their utilitarian possibilities as the components of buildings or vehicles, or fuel material for providing heat. His activity fits within the aesthetic endeavour of the furniture maker, the master woodcarver, using the sound of wood in his case as opposed to revealing grain and texture through touch, or arousing the sense of smell from unlocked resins. His tree listening activity takes place in situ, with headphones draped from branches in forest clearings; indeed, his work would have little chance of producing sound for long should the tree be felled and moved. In this way, his work is reminiscent of the Fluxus movement, which purported to attract attention to attention itself. Stood in the glade, eyes open or closed, you cannot but be aware of the weather, but you are sonically engaged only with the tree through the immersive noise cancelling headphones used. There is no architectural space other than the psychoacoustical, you are forced into conjecture as to what in fact it is you can hear and how you should make sense of it. Are we hearing the tree growing? Dying? Breathing? There is a minimalism in the work, which echoes the concerns of conceptual artists working with sound. The art here is the way in which the listener can literally hear the object being made.

Just to set the foundations for understanding the semiotic reading of the work of the sonic artists described herein, I refer back to the work of Peirce (1978) as referenced by Proy (2002). For her, it’s a question of readiness and capability, literacy with sound, that determines the level to which you are able to gain an imaginative foothold and achieve a ‘sound image’ (Singer, 2000). She reappraises the work of Peirce and states,

‘Peirce claims that every sign implies three categories. Firstness might be understood as a possibility, secondness implies perception and action, the experience of an ‘outward clash’ […] whereas thirdness is regarded as a common system, for instance as a system of musical symbols.

(Proy, 2002 : 16)
This approach is explored by Brandon LaBelle in his discussion of the work of Vito Acconci, an architect, poet and installation artist, born in 1940, and who lives and works in New York. His experimental work in sound often played with the notion of barriers between audience and performance. The primary focus of these experiments was for him language, and how speech is both the symbolic means to deliver information and engage in cognitive interplay, and a guttural and primal means of acoustic presence making. As LaBelle notes about this pursuit, voice is already operating within the structures of language, it cannot escape this. But it can be made to add and subtract presence. Acconci, in his work, seeks to override the symbolic domain of language with too much signification- shouting, whispering, masking his voice with wooden ramps and awkward acoustic baffles. The piece ‘Seedbed’ (1971) sees Acconci crouched beneath a ramp, his goading, pleading, highly sexualised instructions rising from the only means gallery visitors have of accessing the space. He is continually present, remaking and remaking the sound experience, in an endless monologue that comes to haunt both the performer and audience,

‘[…] Acconci makes an addition to Minimalism by subtracting gestalt, or completion, with an intensified incompleteness of presence, revealing presence as riddled with absence, and essence as never minimalist.’

(LaBelle, 2007 : 114)

What links the work of Metcalf in 2009 and Acconci in 1971 is the awareness of absence. One uses symbolic language and the artist is very much present, the other disorientating sounds and the artist is invisible. But both require the audience to work hard to engage with a monologue, a sole sound source, that delivers a message at the same time as the world around them shifts- in the case of Acconci the deliberate vibratory pleasure of the floor with embedded speakers, for Metcalf the movement of branches, leaves and swinging cables attaching headphones. We immediately know with both that these are contrived situations – trees don’t sprout accessories and floors don’t speak to us. But the experience is about a phenomenology of hearing, and being aware of what you’re missing. As LaBelle states,

‘[…] speech unsettles the pure phenomenology of acoustical physics by always supplying or introducing the social and cultural tracings individuality intrinsically enacts, tracings that by nature are always partly ambiguous and forceful.’

(LaBelle, 2007 : 126)

But despite the trees not using speech, loaded with the signification that brings, there is not a great gulf between the pieces. Trees represent social and cultural tracings by being a part of our landscape, and the fact that our minds race with the many ways in which we ‘know’ trees while being made to wonder and puzzle over sounds never before heard. Human speech has a greater semiotic stickiness just because it can have the powerful combination of symbolic purpose and signification intent in the way it can be used- the point is, it does not have sole domain over social and cultural tracings and the way in which sound art has been used in these two examples to consider absence and displacement.

John Cage also uses absence to unite audience and performer. He mused that the architecture and sculpture of which he was most fond reflected back the viewer, from the glasshouses of Mies van der Rohe, to the maquettes of Richard Lippold. He sought tirelessly to ensure that we did not turn away from sonic experiences that seemed to be opposite to music, for in separation into psychological categories, nature was lost, music is not just human and sound not just nature. In a lecture on indeterminacy in composition, he remarks that as a composer he looked to provide the outlines that an audience had to colour, and it’s clear from his lecture notes he never expected any of his compositions to sound the same more than once,

‘For nothing about the structure was determined by the materials which were to occur in it; it was conceived, in fact, so that it could be as well expressed by the absence of these materials as by their presence.’

(Cage, 1968 : 20)

In terms of the elements Cage uses to structure his compositions, which he likens to asking the audience to keep asking questions, he identifies pitch, timbre, loudness and duration. Only duration has the capacity to mark both sound and silence. Much of his written output plays out over time, anecdotes suffused with a mischievous humour, where an audience may laugh to themselves, but where time needs to be taken. When sound plays, it’s really only the silences, Cage seems to be telling us, that allow us to interact with the composition. An anecdote he was fond of involved a discussion with Schoenberg, who at one moment, raised his pencil and indicated to Cage as he pointed towards the rubber eraser. ‘This end is more important than the other’, he noted, and lapsed back into concentration. He concludes an analysis of his work as being very much a matter of taste, and does not admonish an audience for disliking his singular style of composition and performance.

The humour used by Cage is highly infectious. It permits concentration to encompass response; it’s a return to the gain in mastery often referred to in Cage’s writing (that of attaining Zen calm) of having passed through stages of understanding about your place in the sonic landscape. The observations Cage makes are very similar in many ways to the mastery of digital musicianship described in the previous chapter (Hugill: 2008).  Lewis (2004) recognises that Cage is sometimes attempting to hide his own musical prejudices under the weight of his storytelling. His storytelling elucidates his philosophy of indeterminancy, of non-permanence, of place and time and material, in a way that challenges his contemporaries. But it can also highlight the differences between his approach and his peers, and the Eurological and Afrological nature of musical traditions of the time, as described by Lewis.

Gere (2006) refers to Cages contribution as a shattering the myth of lossless and infinite replicability, of a composer maintaining control of the manner in which their ideas are ultimately digested. Gere intones that Cage predicates interactive media, real time information systems, data overload. How do you make a signal from the noise? Cages relationship with technology (from assisting his father, to his experiments with using radio and the first performance on stage with gramaphones) is well documented. Technology was not just about efficiency or speed of communication, but outlines receptacles from which modal forms can be shaped by users. Silence, part of duration, helps shape what can be stored and shared from this receptacle. Gere refers to this as a ‘sequence unfolding’, from possible through to probable, whereupon the efficiency of the message can be measured in terms of how it is interpreted by a wide selection within an audience. Cage helps us keep aware of the full richness, that all noise is signal until the audience makes sense of it. Hegarty (2007) argues that Cages brilliance often results from Cage trying to silence himself: having silenced the music so that the audience can appreciate themselves better, he would very much like to silence himself. The pianist on stage in his piece 4’33” is there as frame from which an audience can take it’s cue. Critics of Cage (Kahn: 1999) have argued that he forever shuts down the possibility of the ‘unwantedness’ of sound (all sound is welcome and let in). This is an intellectual cul-de-sac however, as the audience as individuals are tuning into sounds to greater or lesser degrees and in any case, position and acoustics means that they would all hear something different in any event. As Licht (2007) notes, Cage has had a tremendous influence on the way we think about music, and a relationship with an audience, as how conceptually we engage with sound as an artistic medium.

<Steve Goodman/Kode9 to go here….>

The sound artist Ryoji Ikeda was invited in 2008 to produce new work for Amsterdam Dreaming, a festival of experimental public art. He performed spectra, stark monochrome visuals, a theatrical tour of the city, starting with an actress ridding herself of the trappings of modern life in a spotlight. Moving to intense, industrial vignettes of urban sound, multiplied and reinforced, evincing his reputation as a sound artist obsessed with mathematical patterns (Licht: 2007). It was an attempt, in Ikeda’s words, to summarise all the parts of the city and the multiplicity of histories that it has. 

Beyond the visual components of performances using digital media – projections, lighting, media displayed at differing scales, heights and intensities – there is a complex ecology of audio operating in the work of Ikeda. In his piece test pattern (2008) there is, 

‘[…] a system that converts any type of data (text, sounds, photos and movies) into barcode patterns and binary patterns of 0s and 1s. Through its application, the project aims to examine the relationship between critical points of device performance and the threshold of human perception.’

(Ikeda 2008a)

He shuts down all extraneous visual clutter and sets out to observe the visitor, to see where they are drawn in the physical space, what position they linger in longest to enjoy the sounds being presented. We are not given any visual means to ‘unify’ our experience – we are pressurised by the audio to make sense of it. It is moot to consider the science of sound here, particularly listening to sounds labelled ‘loud’, or amplified, and therefore considered to have larger amplitude. However, sound waves in and of themselves have no height, since unlike light and other electromagnetic waves, they are parallel waves. For the amplitude of a sound wave to become manifest as ‘height’ one must draw a graph of the horizontal displacement, or alternatively the internal pressure within the wave, over time (these two being 90 degrees out of phase). The ‘height’ of a sound wave therefore is a consequence of the human need to make sense and to represent. In other words, our neurological perception of hearing a ‘loud’ sound is only a part of the story.

A sound wave is actually nothing more than a compression wave in air. Unlike light, which exists independently of sight, sound does not exist independently of hearing. The ear and brain are the tools by which these compressions and rarefactions make sense, and can be codified into sounds, speech, music, and so forth. There is much more in the shape of sound and how it is produced and transmitted that requires structure and geometry than light. Professionals working in sound design therefore have the role of marshalling something less tangible than light but with equal dependency on mathematics.

A shift in personal reaction and sound occurs when this multiplicity is fed through some common artistic bond, the bringing together of geometries in harmony, and the effects this can create. It presents an opportunity to understand how the pieces of our world can be fitted together to foster creative growth. LaBelle describes the potential of sound art as acting like skin or body, between artists and their audience. Sound for him is a chain of links that can connect us,

‘This signifying of sound over its signification (and ultimate decipherability) makes possible a shift in listening by which individual imagination is mobilised, for listening reaches not for correct meaning but for its potential.’

(LaBelle: 2007)

Reviewing Ikeda’s work spectra, these sonic forces are felt literally. The audience experiences feeling pinned down, trapped by this intensity, unable to escape the disorientation of the dark confines of the venue. Ikeda states that we traverse space, gravity pulling us down, but at frequencies we can only just make out. His work is aiming for purity and simplicity in the sound, deploying high frequency sine waves, only to subject them to his exploration of how pure tone and sound are distorted by the resonance and reflective qualities of a given architectural setting and the presence and movement of the public. Talking of his version of Spectra for the JFK airport, Ikeda says

Visitors can hardly recognise the dimensions of the space, which is almost invisible due to its intense darkness/brightness and inaudible due to its ultra-frequencies. However, as they pass through the corridor, subtle oscillation patterns occur around their ears, caused by their own movements interfering with the sounds.

(Ikeda 2008b)

Exactly what is happening to listeners in enclosed spaces, in a setting with so much control possible by a designer? Why is there is so much weight of designed mathematical pattern?

This becomes a ‘holding environment’ in pedagogic terms (Ellsworth 2005 : 70). In other words, rawness of experience, rather than rawness of form, is what emerges. The audience is provided with very precisely fashioned and patterned materials from which to take some forward steps. What you are left with, as Cox & Warner (2004) note, is a clear sense of speed, of rhythm, of things slowing down and speeding up.

Architecture

Music and architecture exist as geometries, engaged in an interplay of forces that can be harmonised to guide visitors when they work in relation to one another. This makes sense inside performance halls, galleries and museums where audio is frequently used. In these contexts, sound invites people to stop, to be moved, to dance, to engage through call and response, but individually. Sound design is here used to control people, to prepare people for the major event by playing music that induces mood, by making announcements and so forth. Being indoors embellishes and channels the sound: material features of the space add particular reverberation. With this reverberance, there is also feedback and intricacy to the way you gather and broadcast to your visitors. Ceilings and walls of buildings are jumping off points for certain frequencies, live mixing is enhanced by responding to dense crowds which might muffle the sound as they buffer between those orchestrating the performance and the speakers. We can easily enhance the pleasure felt by adding in more low-frequency sounds over 90dB, thereby stimulating the sacculus in the inner ear with its direct connection to the pleasure sensing areas of the brain (Marks, 2000).

There can be little discussion of sound and architecture without reference to the pioneering architect and composer Iannis Xenakis, whose prolific corpus over several decades continues to delight and intrigue. He made a crucial link between primacy of form, between large, reverberant spaces of factories, constructions of spatial primitives, and their sonic properties. Le Corbusier was equally interested in this, famously praising North American grain silos for their sonic properties, linking to the way they echoed (Friz, 2007). Friz notes how, for many, architecture has had to deal with unregulated, unmitigated noise, from occupants, traffic clogged streets, proximity to airports and rail routes. She cites LaBelle (2007), who describes this collectively as architectures nemesis, transgressive, full of motion. Architecture, even with doors and windows, does it’s best to resist noise. Many artists take this tension as an opportunity to enhance their practice.

Perhaps the best way in which to approach sounds relationship with physical space is to start by considering when it is that attention is drawn to sounds around the listener. When this is in the context of everyday activity, it is the buzz and drone of everyday life with its myriad mix of mechanical, organic and environmental clicks and glitches. This might be rightfully labelled a ‘soundscape’ and this perceptual and informational drama is the rich territory of Bill Fontana, an artist who has worked exclusively with sound for his entire professional career. The soundscape in an enclosed space is an interesting form because it’s very hard to determine the source of a sound: the waves, bouncing off hard surfaces with varying angles of incidence and reflection, make acoustics hard to place (Melioli, 2007). In fact, with its volume low, reverberating, dying sounds lead auditory perception further and further from the source, in moments when the sound production ceases.
Much of Fontana’s work has been concerned with establishing a spatial grid of simultaneous listening points- not within a single location, such as speakers around a room, but points which take sounds and transmit them across distances and represent them elsewhere. From transporting rural Normandy to the centre of Paris (1994) to Tyne Soundings at the Baltic Gallery in Newcastle (2009), his work is hardly confrontational and immersive, rather it’s distracting and misinformational. You hear city centre traffic next to the Tyne in a deserted stairwell, the sounds of tractors rumbling along the Champs Elysees.

What is sought is bringing the built environment into the represented product, as Campesato notes,

The idea of space is translated into the idea of site, incorporating social, psychological, perceptive, acoustic and visual characteristics of a place. Space becomes a representational element in the artwork.’

(Campesato 2009 : 28)
There is a break with ‘consolidated’ spaces, which have too rich and established a history to be the canvas on which explorations of the materiality of the building itself, as well as the properties of the sound making tools themselves fitting the space. This presents a challenge too, for some artists, but many have sought new places in which to locate sonic artworks. They have questioned the value of harmony as it is conceptualised for typical architectural briefs. Kwinter (2008) notes that the Western technological imperative in architectural practice is ‘[…] the will to mastery of an indifferent nature and of the inadvertent cruelties of chance’ (128: 2008). His philosophical point is that knowing and making in using architecture have ceased to be separate, and if their bifurcation is total, it’s possible value could be lost to contemporary practice. You come to use a space and its technical capabilities with no question. He cites Rem Koolhaas’ embrace of fluctuations, instabilities and interferences in architectural design as being welcome for the counterpoint they bring to users’ patterns of inactivity. There is a clear link here back to John Cage and his designation to the audience of ambient sounds of building space. In ‘Urbanism After Innocence’ (Koolhaas 1992) the chosen methods of an architect are to permit an ecology of structural freedom,

‘[OMA, his practice] instead of designing artificial environments, […] deploys richly imbricated systems of interacting elements that set in motion rather artificial ecologies that, in turn, take on a genuine self-organizing life of their own.’

(Koolhaas, 1992 : 85)

Fontana has challenged architecture for thinking too visually, and for much of his work he has an association distant from buildings- his most well known works Earth Tones (1992) and Harmonic Bridge (2006) are both set outside, the former on a ranch in California, the latter outside the Tate Modern building in London. In the liner notes to his CD Ohrbrucke/Soundbridge (1994) he writes of the desire he has to allow listeners to, ‘be able to hear as far as the eye can see.’ This is an intriguing prospect, and immediately raises this potentiality when inside buildings whose construction necessitates walls, supporting structures, roofs, and so forth. Fontana seems to be associating restriction of visual perspective with restriction of sonic perspective, and when surveying his work, a motif is sound works that often have very wide reaching vistas, even when ostensibly ‘indoors’. Licht (2007) has noted that there is an intractable association between a generation of sound artists of which Fontana is a member, and the wider field of land artists of the 1960s and 1970s. There does seem to be a real reluctance to take the link with nature away completely through architectural enclosure. LaBelle states that this straddling of nature and urbanism establishes the drama of Fontana’s work, ‘a spatial grid of listening points’. The sound and location are not supposed to match up. It’s about the ecology for the listener, an attempt to remind them that sound is always moving, it implies displacement. Toop (2004) argues that Fontana would have us hear sounds as sounds again, rather than listening for meaning. Urban environments are often characterised as cacophonous, but Toop reminds us that silence anywhere is a pretension towards the absolute: sounds grow out of silence, but not as significant events enlivening nothingness,

‘[…] sound work is now perceived as the emission and reception of signals within a diffuse environment, rather than the construction of sound blocks erected before the passive listener.’

(Toop, 2004 : 13)

Fontana’s soundscapes possess an identical affective quality to film soundtracks- not a plunge into sound from an impossible silence, but often as aural ‘white noise’, enabling the listener to hear what they want to hear (circling birds in urban Paris rather than the throbbing tractors). Toop references ‘Woman of the Dune’ (Suna no Onna, 1964), which sonically moves from abstraction to narrative. Toop describes this as ‘grey sound’. He suggests that small noises ready you for large noises, and he casts a vignette of an archetypal Japanese formal garden in which cranes are kept, to punctuate the silence and contemplative arrangement of vegetation and furniture. Toop surmises that Fontana’s key achievement is having the quality of distance. The air in between.

If this seems now a straightforward case, taking recordings from one location and transporting them to another to puncture the everyday, Trevor Wishart (1996) analyses the steps involved and, in so doing, contributes to our understanding of sound in space. Listening to a soundscape of a verdant rural pasture, insects drone, birds in flight, what is the nature of our awareness of the space? There has to be specific context- to identify the sound of a cricket, you need a low amplitude sound, with treble roll-off, to convey spatial motion. Otherwise the recording may sound electrical, a low buzz. In the context of listening to this recording in a city gallery space, can an audience differentiate between an electrical buzz and the recording of a cricket? Wishart reminds us of the feats of engineering contributing the recordings in the first instance, to the organic engineering of the ear. His message is that we need to attend to the manufacture of sound objects: in the example above,

‘[…] differences in amplitude and also in timbral qualities caused by the closeness or distance of the microphone to the recorded object alter not only the listeners perceived physical distance from the source but also the psychological or social distance.’

(Wishart, 1996 : 148)

Perception itself is at stake here. The more complex the recording that the ear has to digest, the more likely it is to be seen through Wishart’s lens of objectification. Lower complexity pieces produce cognitively simpler, spectrum like affordances (Zampronha, 2000). Perception of parts is predicated on having a complex system of parts to perceive: Wishart’s contention is that every action, however small and seemingly irrelevant to the production and playback system, has a place on the spectrum of complexity. It must be rare to hear sounds that have not been mediated in some way by architecture or landscape- auditory perception almost demands and expects complexity in order to be able to initiate analysis.

In his recorded work, Wishart brings to life his conceptual frameworks of objects, systems and structures. In Tongues of Fire (1994), he describes his approach to composition, starting with a sound and proceeding to make small changes to metamorphose it into a very similar sound, building up nodes and branches. He compares this to Richard Dawkins celebrated The Blind Watchmaker (1996), which uses computer simulation to show evolutionary processes in fine detail. He generates his material in ways that use his perceptual bridges, ‘passing’ notes between more pure pitch tones, as a kind of glue. This marks Wishart as not being concerned with the origin of his building materials – he eschews interest in the generative aspects of how sounds have been sourced and created. It is the selection process that is paramount for him,

‘[…] the things that we know that we know (explicit perceptual connection and rational processes of metamorphosis and transformation), and things that we don’t know that we know (cultural and personal implicit preferences that may be far more interesting to future listeners than all our intellectual ratiocinations […]’

(Wishart, 2000 : 23)
He testifies to the need to determine when something moves from being technically metamorphosed to being perceptually metamorphosed. This is fertile territory in being able to reflect on sound objects that have an engineered construction designed to deliver a certain quality from a technical viewpoint but, for whatever reason, stay perceptually ineffective. Merleau-Ponty argues perception is not just an internal approach, but an active, orientated approach (Merleau-Ponty, 1945). This is where sound systems and architectures intersect with the audiences so visibly in Wishart’s work. He uses vocal utterances and imbues them with a description- ‘fireworks’ (a pulsed-rhythmic climactic section to Tongues of Fire), which represents a desire to connect with those harder to satisfy cultural and personal implicit preferences, outlined above. In works such as Red Bird (1977) and Fabulous Paris (1999), Wishart seeks to redefine a way of listening to ‘sound space’, as Brattico & Sassanelli, with staff (2000) indicate,

‘The listeners are, in a certain way, forced to define their own listening strategies, and the perception appeals to the rule of salience.’

(Brattico & Sassanelli, 2000 : 109)

Their invocation of Gestalt theory is telling, as electroacoustic composers such as Wishart are at the boundary of analogue and electronic means of composing, shifting from the analogue world where continuation, disambiguation define our perceptual systems, to means of abruptly switching and finessing highly granular differences. It is important for this thesis to acknowledge Wishart’s contention that prolonged Gestalten arising from his work is one of the two ways of parsing acoustical flow, the other being the more immediate. In Red Bird, it is the parsing of bird sound and voice that set up the peculiar dynamic which means you hear both, but have a second, imaginatively textured memory once the meaning of the words is absorbed and reflected upon. Special consideration must be given to the use of voice and human language in the production of sound objects as neuroscientific insight (Gallese, 1999; Rizzolatti, Fadiga, Fogassi & Gallese, 1997) advances our knowledge of how phonetic gesture and speech, not directly manifested in the acoustic signal, still prepares the listener. This has echoes of the work of the linguist and philosopher Mikhail Bahktin (1981), and his theory of the dialogic imagination.

Reddell (2003) describes Atau Tanaka as an artist who regards media as being a place. Often at times revealing the connections between places, expounding the latency of networks, and co-ordinating composition and performances from any point on the globe, he fulfils the personification of someone who constantly traverses arcs, makes journeys but does not arrive. This is a crude analysis of this work, though: his journeys are always undertaken knowing both the departure points and methods of travel- the end point, like Wishart before him, can be a very small journey sonically or geographically, but huge conceptually.

Reddell calls this media place ‘laptopia’, but much of Tanaka’s work has tracked the rise of the mobile, locative device as a performance tool. He is intensely physical- and his works, despite their heavy reliance on unseen servers and network protocols that are entirely virtual, have a ‘fleshy’ quality as Reddell goes on to note- due to the temporal scale at which Tanaka works, manifesting connections in projects such as Constellations (1999) and Global String (2001). In the latter project, the manufacture of two physical end pieces for an invisible, global ‘networked’ bass guitar string is a precisely controlled act of craft.

His proclivity for gesture and skill in utilising biosensors placed around those parts of his body with which he can gesture. He has stated that live performance can be too thick in consistency, in terms of co-located performers being in the same physical space. This suggests his preference is for the many performances that make use of network delay and speeds, which give a mathematical certainty that fellow band members, such as those in Sensorband (Bongers, van der Heide) cannot give (Sensorband 1998). Weil (2002) examines Global String in this way (composed as working prototype with Kasper Toeplitz in 1999 and as a finished piece at Ars Electronica in 2001). He states,

‘The server is the bridge of the instrument- the reflecting point. It runs software that is a physical model of a string of real proportions.’

(Weil, 2002 : 526)

Tanaka, in conversation, spoke of the exactitude with which the proportions of the string was created, modelling the mathematical sequence of trying to find the harmonics with reference to the lead of a pair of MP3 headphones to hand. Broeckmann (2004) describes Global String as a tuned resonant body, weighted with the traffic of the Internet. The resonance, Broeckmann goes on to argue, is not the waveforms we might have referred to with solid and steady state materials (which do stretch and change tune over time), but a new resonance of liquidity, based on code structures. The piece, he concludes, is a hybrid, between analogue vibrations that you can see and feel, and digital transformations that you sense and hear. The incipient arrival of networks and connections made physical, and how you perform them, is at the root of Tanaka’s work.

In Rail (1996), correspondence between instrument and sound is purely in the realm of the electronic. Rather than a string, Tanaka tries to expose the visual qualities of an unchecked, unregulated synthesiser. He is trying to produce a language of some type- a prevailing motif of his work, and of the sonic arts at large, where you are interested in being part of a community, and this necessitates finding a common vocabulary. Time, and the way it is measured, is a good step (Barbosa, 2003). Tanaka expresses his experiments on both the local level with Rail, in Japan, both a cultural link and link to the country associated with the popularisation of the synthesiser (Yamaha were the first company to start selling to the public in the 1980s). In Bondage (2004), a later piece, which uses a vocabulary of craft, imagery and slow interaction, the artist prompts questions about the associations he draws on with both North American and Japanese heritage. Barbosa takes from his survey of networked music making activities that there is both a drive for telepresence and involvement of the networked and a nascent desire for community, requiring shared vocabulary.

Tanaka, in an article relating to the use of electromyagram gesture sensing (Atau Tanaka & Knapp 2002), states,

‘[…] multiple modes of interaction do not necessarily need to fuse towards one task, but can expand the potential of a musical gesture. Thus complementarity is more important than fusion.’

(Tanaka, 2002 : 4)

This is a working definition that does challenge the goal-orientated, task based nature of human computer interaction theory. Tanaka has created a number of gestural systems that allow for unprecedented levels of movement. In role as critic for other musicians creating gesture and sensor based work, he challenges their simplistic use in forms which add theatrical complexity to a piece with very little control evident (Garton 1991). He feels this cheats the audience of understanding how they might explore their own creativity, a theme that has driven his work on mobile devices. In a project in 2005 entitled Mobile Malleable Music (Atau Tanaka et al. 2005) he states,

‘Musical pieces are conceived as open forms with elemental modules. Modules that make up a musical piece include rhythm generators, time stretching modules, sequencers, and samplers. These elements are processed by time and frequency domain signal processing and combined to make a single musical flow.’

(Tanaka et al, 2005 : 194)

A later project using the metaphor of the compass readily identifies that networks, people and music are the three entities that contribute to a mobile music experience (A. Tanaka et al. 2007). He clearly situates mobile phone musicians as active and inquiring, associating them within the text with Baudelaire’s flaneur and the derive of the Situationist movement. The uses of these terms carries with them the weight of expectation that you will follow any fixed path- another counter intuitive process in most task based HCI. Instead, Tanaka aimed in this project for ‘decoupling localisation’- stripping fixed points out, such as concert halls and theatres. Tanaka speaks eloquently of how mobile media, web connected, can affect moments of movement from general to specific, based on the structure of the connection, but predominantly on the unique environmental conditions of the listener:

‘We assume that the web will be there next time, and that it’s permanent somehow. Now whether that’s a false expectation or not, it’s for debate. So interestingly it has this space-time generality, and I wanted to put that intention, that generality of the Internet, and the specificness of time space that we often associate with sound.’

(Tanaka, 2010 : 6)
Tony Conrad connects us back to audiences in his performance pieces which seek out, as many sound artists do, unusual, unique and resonant buildings in which to perform. In November 2007 he performed with electric violin at the Fishmarket Gallery, a once deserted trading centre for seafood, built in the 1930s, gradually becoming more derelict until resurrected by the Northampton Art Collective in 2003. Present at the event, the author noted the building as a huge L-shaped behemoth; cavernous, redolent of industrial warehouses on a dockside left to crumble into disrepair. Quoted as saying, ‘Pictures are more civil than noise’ (Atau Tanaka & Knapp 2002), Conrad filled the hall with his hypnotic drones, demonstrating his legendary intense amplification, long duration and precise pitch. He met audiences at the door that night personally, hiding behind a large indoor fern, from where he leapt out and shook hands, but in too animated a way to make eye contact: his act was reminiscent of the Merry Pranksters, artists who wanted to take you to ‘further’, as if it were a literal place. His performance in the space was both his performance and the performance of a building, he told us before picking up his instrument that he wanted to fill the space with swirling sound, that would work its way around the blockage of the L-shape into all corners. Conrad in his writing seems acutely aware of the ‘frame’ in which he works- often making this the focus for his visual work, and of the ‘tools’ being used, the tethering he felt as a video producer. Johnson (2009) writes,

‘Here was drone music as agitprop, with the audacity to use mathematics and visceral

sound to advance ideas of heterophony and radical democracy.’

(Johnson, 2009 : 27)

Conrad is strongly antagonistic towards the hegemony he feels was imposed from the time modern harmonics was classified, by Pythagoras in the sixth century BC, where the mathematical intervals in the third harmonic (the perfect fifth) originate. This led in turn to the diatonic system that Western musical tradition long since adopted and finds so difficult from which to break, in recognizing the diversity of spectra of sound. Mathematics was a blunt instrument here used to bludgeon a musical future from an expanded field that immediately narrowed on impact. His work Slapping Pythagoras (1995) is can be read as both railing against the Greek mathematician but also as a critique of his one-time collaborator, La Monte Young, and the Theater of Eternal Music, as Johnson notes. Here the very concept of authorship is at stake: Young claiming compositional credits where Conrad steadfastly describes as only ever improvisational. (A. Cinema et al. n.d.) locates Conrad as being fascinated with codes, and mindful to create a language that has the precision of mathematics, about which seems to simultaneously feel wariness and from which he yet derives some constancy. Turner (2007) reminds us of the permeability of movement between film, music and visual art that marks the time in which Conrad work most prolifically. His concerns were not just for music, but also for the way sound was being territorialized by a host of claimants.

In his own words, Conrad found liberation in New York when moving there in 1962, with a passion for violin playing founded at high school, and with a mathematical training that attuned him to the politics as well as the potential (Johnson, 2009(2)). Conrad writes at the time,

‘The music was formless, expostulatory, meandering; vaguely modal, arrhythmic,

and very unusual; I found it exquisite. What I heard in this music was two parts of

what I later saw as three.’

(Jonhson, 2009(2) : 8)

He counters the influence of the ‘bitter reflexes of the custodian’ over music, what is sometimes referred to as the post-Cagean crisis, by continuing to expound the virtue, beauty and above all, precision of improvisational music. He ends the section on sound artists that have influenced this thesis for this reason; a pursuit of precision, because as well as the sustained sounds, his sustained support for the avant-garde, the experimental, makes us continue to question the role of the performer and the audience (Mowson, 2007).

Conclusions: taking lessons from sonic arts into mobile development

We started this chapter by considering the need to possess a degree of sonic literacy, to properly appreciate the imaginative payload of a piece of music or sound art, and along the way have heard from various sound artists who have supported this view; Tanaka talks of the need to offering a foothold through familiarity and tradition, Acconci admonishing us to ‘work hard’ to engage with his work. We have accompanied the artists who have used their work to explore social and political challenges of their time by jolting the audience through soundscapes and performances that build in mathematical intensity (Fontana, Wishart). We have tracked some shared concerns, a pioneering of new tool development, of structures and ways of organizing sonic experiences that both fit the cultural mould of music, and fly free. How are this research usefully organized for the production of digital talking books?

From the start, it’s impossible to ignore that as an author, there is no control over the time and place in which your listeners will encounter your work. The story and its sonic palette will have to exist on its own terms. In some ways, the inevitability of this is liberating. You never really own what you produce- it’s a model. You almost wonder how noisy or sonically complicated the circumstances are going to be. Perhaps the listener will find themselves manually replaying the episode of talking book from the start. The bleeding in of the environment is therefore not to be perceived as a challenge but as an opportunity testing designs- perhaps a generative element ameliorates the intrusion of the environment. We know the resonances and characters of environmental architectures are often exploited accidentally and unreliably.

Culturally, again you cannot control, nor would wish to, the characteristics of your audience, and likewise cannot lever their experiences to enhance the semiotic content of your designs. But with memory, comes imagination, and therefore the repetitions and rhythms of your work could usefully be flagged as ‘building up’ a bridge to individual memories that are rooted in social and cultural backgrounds. Beyond the immediacy of the sonic parts, which all musicians and sonic artists can reference, comes a slow burn of imagination. Repetition steps forward- the attraction felt to a piece of music, an association that forms fandom- these are both qualities of the individual pieces of content but become a connector that transcends the parts- think of record labels that have an audience connection that survives all commercial turbulence. Into this category, contemporary British forms are Warp Records, Hyperdub, Hospital Records.

Silence is important. From moments of silence, you can depart in new directions. The breaks within rhythms, however small, mark a shift to new accents, with their ability to shift and change moods. They are music’s memory, asymmetrically distributing a before and after, as Turetsky (2004) notes,

‘[…] the whole of time as a single event divided into two unequal parts, drawing that which comes before the change together with that which comes after.’

(Turetsky, 2004 : 151)

Reference has been made at several points about sonic art being a skin between an artist and an audience, and rhythms provide that dermal quality, stretching out over ideas, covering them- but also prone to being interrupted and broken.

Reference to others in the landscape, other sonic works, enhances your end product. This is directly concerned with the artistic aims of the piece, and how it secures influence imaginatively by firing your imagination simultaneously with others.

Precision in your steps is linked to security about the artistic mission you carry out. It ceases to be about huge leaps in sonic terms, which in fact may disengage and repel your audience, and clash with the environmental context. Like spoken language, small changes and subtlety, both in content and form, pay the greatest dividends.

There’s an ecology at work- audience and environment. This is not intended as a sweeping generalization with which to close the chapter, but a reminder that ideas are fed by more than just the rhythms. The vectors of sound that form an important thrust of the theory of auditory saccadism, as one of the three design factors and performative outputs, depend on a number of things working together, which means you must take your audience with you if you are to complete the effect. This is the function of the aesthetics that will describe the talking books, it’s art. As Sutton et al (2007) remark, it calls the audience to consciousness,

‘The potential of such art is to open our senses to the enormity of our dislocation from the Real in everyday life by confronting us with an authentic experience: one that cannot be circumscribed.’

(Sutton et al, 2007 : 18)
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